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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to identify the ways English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
educators overcome communication barriers that typically create a disconnect with English language
learner (ELL) families. The study also sought to understand how ESOL educators build relationships with
the families of their students. The theoretical framework of the intercultural communication competence
(ICC) theory was used as a lens to explore this phenomenon.
The study used descriptive phenomenology and semi-structured interviews to collect data. Purposeful
sampling was used to select six certified ESOL educators from urban counties in Central New York State.
Thematic coding was used to identify, analyze, and interpret patterns of meaning within the data.
The results from the study yielded eight themes: (a) open-mindedness, (b) transcendental servant
leadership, (c) exchanging information, (d) human connection, (e) resiliency, (f) empathy, (g) acquiring
insider perspective, and (h) applying culturally competent behaviors. The findings also suggested best
practices for educators to implement to overcome communication barriers with ELL families. These best
practices include conducting home visits, simplifying the English used with families, using visuals to
support the message, using a variety of communication methods, trying to initiate communication more
than once, and doing research about the country and culture of the students using a variety of tools such
as Culture Gram. Best practices and recommendations were for educators to build relationships with
families include helping families problem solve, supporting members of the family other than the student,
allowing students to incorporate their culture into school, and staying connected throughout the year.
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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to identify the ways English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) educators overcome communication barriers that typically create a
disconnect with English language learner (ELL) families. The study also sought to
understand how ESOL educators build relationships with the families of their students.
The theoretical framework of the intercultural communication competence (ICC) theory
was used as a lens to explore this phenomenon.
The study used descriptive phenomenology and semi-structured interviews to
collect data. Purposeful sampling was used to select six certified ESOL educators from
urban counties in Central New York State. Thematic coding was used to identify,
analyze, and interpret patterns of meaning within the data.
The results from the study yielded eight themes: (a) open-mindedness,
(b) transcendental servant leadership, (c) exchanging information, (d) human connection,
(e) resiliency, (f) empathy, (g) acquiring insider perspective, and (h) applying culturally
competent behaviors. The findings also suggested best practices for educators to
implement to overcome communication barriers with ELL families. These best practices
include conducting home visits, simplifying the English used with families, using visuals
to support the message, using a variety of communication methods, trying to initiate
communication more than once, and doing research about the country and culture of the
students using a variety of tools such as Culture Gram. Best practices and
recommendations were for educators to build relationships with families include helping
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families problem solve, supporting members of the family other than the student,
allowing students to incorporate their culture into school, and staying connected
throughout the year.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Background of the Study
The United States is known as a melting pot of diverse cultures (Jacoby, 2004).
Immigrants and their families have moved from all over the world to America for
different opportunities. Each family brings a variety of cultures and experiences with
them. As their children become school aged, the schools in the United States must find
ways to meet the needs of the culturally and linguistically diverse students and their
families. At the same time as immigrants are migrating to the United States, the world is
becoming more globalized (Lebedeva et al., 2021). Advances in technology and
transportation have made it easier and faster to travel and to communicate with people
from other cultures. As the immigrant population in the United States increases, the
number of people who do not speak English also increases (American Immigration
Council, 2021).
An English language learner (ELL) is a student whose first language is not
English. As the number of immigrants increases, the number of ELL students and
families is also increasing in the United States (American Immigration Council, 2021).
As of 2019, 14% of the population, or 44.9 million people in the United States were
immigrants. Also in 2019, 12% of the population of 38.3 million people were native-born
Americans who had at least one immigrant parent. As reported by the United States
Census Bureau (2021), the number of immigrant families will continue to rise. Even after
accounting for immigrants leaving the country, by 2060 the immigrant population will
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add 75 million people to the U.S. population. The addition of these immigrants will
equate to a 95% increase in the immigrant population based on the immigrant population
in the United States in 2017 (Camarota & Zeigler, 2019), most immigrants do not speak
English as their first language.
The New York State Context
The ELL population is also growing in New York State schools (Office of
Bilingual Education, n.d.). ELLs and their families are moving to New York State from
all over the world, and they are speaking a variety of languages. According to the Office
of Bilingual Education (n.d.), in the 2015–2016 school year, ELLs spoke a total of 215
languages collectively. In the 2017–2018 school year, the top 10 home languages of these
students were Spanish (64.8%), Chinese (8.9%), Arabic (5.6%), Bengali (2.8%), Russian
(1.8%), Haitian Creole (1.7%), Urdu (1.6%), French (1.0%), Karen (0.7%), Uzbek (0.6%)
and a combination of other languages (10%). Some students, referred to as “multilingual
learners,” speak more than one language before entering school in the United States.
The last 25 years have shown significant changes in the demographic profile of
the U.S. student population, with the fastest-growing segment being ELLs (National
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2020). The population has grown almost every
year since 2000. In the most recent data available through the NCES (2020), ELLs make
up about 10.21% of total public school enrollment.
The ELL population in New York State is increasing at a similar rate as the nation
(NCES, 2020; Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). In the 2015–2016 school year, ELL
students made up 8.1% of the total student population in New York State, which was
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equivalent to 215,378 students (NCES, 2020). In the 2017–2018 school year, that number
increased to 9.2% of the total population or 243,737 students.
New York City has a diverse population and accounts for a large portion of the
ELL students in New York State. When the ELL population from New York City is
removed from the remainder of the state, the number of ELL students increased from
95,930 in the 2015–16 school year to 111,696 in the 2017–2018 school year. In other
words, there was a 16.4% increase in the number of ELL students in New York State
without including the ELL students in New York City (Office of Bilingual Education,
n.d.).
Educational Disparities
As the number of ELL students in New York State increases, the number of
students with linguistic and cultural needs also increases. Educating ELL students has
been a topic of concern in schools for many years. One reason for concern is that the ELL
population struggles to reach important milestones in their educational journey (Office of
Bilingual Education, n.d.). Historically, ELLs’ academic performance remains below that
of the general education population, as shown in Table 1.1.
One measure that is commonly used to track the progress of students is graduation
rate. The graduation rate for the ELL population in New York State is well below the
graduation rate for general education students (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). The
graduation rate for ELL students in New York State is only 29%, compared to the 82%
graduation rate for all students (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). Another measure of
student success at the secondary level is the dropout rate. In New York State, ELL
students drop out at much higher rates than their general education peers (Office of
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Bilingual Education, n.d.). The ELL/MLL (multilanguage learner) Data Report from
2018-19 (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.) shows that ELL students in New York State
have a 27.5% dropout rate compared to 6% for all students.

Table 1.1
Graduation and Dropout Rates of Students in New York State
Measure

ELL Students

All Students

2016

2017

2018

2016

2017

2018

Graduation
Rate

26.9

26.6

29.0

79.7

80.2

80.4

Dropout
Rate

28.0

29.7

27.5

6.5

6.2

6.0

Note. Adapted from “New York State Multilingual Learner/English Language Learner
(MLL/ELL) Data Report: NYS MLLS/ELLS Demographic & Performance 2018-19,” by
the Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.
(http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/bilingual-ed/nysed_ell_mll_datareport_2018-2019-a.pdf). Copyright 2020 by the New York State Education Department
(NYSED).

These dropout rates are persistent and continue into the elementary level. New
York State uses yearly assessments, beginning in third grade, to track students’ progress.
There is one assessment for English language arts (ELA) and another assessment for
mathematics for students in Grades 3 through 8. The exams are graded on a scale of 0 to
4, with 4 representing the highest possible grade (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). In
2018, 39.2% of ELL students earned a 2 or above on the mathematics assessment, while
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69.7% of the total population earned a 2 or above (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.).
Only 16.1% of ELL students earned a 3 or above, while 44.5% of the total population
earned the same score on the mathematics test. ELL student scores were below the total
population for the ELA assessment as well. On the ELA assessment, 39.6% of ELL
students got a 2 or above, which is significantly below the 75.7% of the total population.
The deficit between the two groups was just as big for a score of 3 and above (Office of
Bilingual Education, n.d.). When scores of 3 or above are analyzed, 9.2% of ELL
students got a 3 and above, and 45.2% of the total population scored in that range (Office
of Bilingual Education, n.d.).
These disparities, such as the ELL student dropout rates, graduation rates, and
yearly assessments, are disproportionate to the total student population (NCES, 2020;
Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). The literature has investigated different ways to
bridge this gap. One of the more effective strategies for helping students who struggle in
school is facilitating a connection between the home life of the students and their
educators (Wilder, 2013). Bridging the gap between school and home for students is one
way for educators to support students. Involving parents in their children’s education has
shown to be beneficial to students (Bergman & Chan, 2019; Kraft & Dougherty, 2013).
To facilitate a connection between home and school, educators communicate with their
students’ families using a variety of tools and strategies (Graham-Clay, 2005).
Families of ELLs
Home and school form the microsystems of a child’s educational development
(Dyson, 2001). The connection between home and school is integral to a cohesive and
effective learning environment, and it is beneficial to the students’ development
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(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Students benefit academically, socially, and emotionally when
there is a connection between their home and school (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2015;
Niehaus & Adelson, 2014). Theilheimer (2001) found that ELL students need additional
support, which requires the involvement of the home; yet cultural and linguistic
differences can often prevent effective home-school communication and parental
involvement.
In addition to the academic concerns for ELL students, the families of these
students have a unique set of challenges (Finders & Lewis, 1994; Kelty & Wakabayashi,
2020; Wassell et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011). ELL parents
experience confusion and frustration with the educational system (Finders & Lewis,
1994). They find that the educational system does not understand their cultural values and
beliefs. This creates additional stress for families and presents additional barriers that
impede their involvement in their children’s schooling (Finders & Lewis, 1994). Families
of ELL students have a specific set of needs because of their language abilities, access to
tools, and cultural differences (Good et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al.,
2011). In many cases, tools and strategies that are typically used to communicate with
parents are not effective because of their unique circumstances (Kannan et al., 2018;
Shiffman, 2019). Lack of English language proficiency continues to be one of the most
salient barriers to parental information and participation, which results in an inability to
express their concerns to school personnel and limits their ability to understand and
support their child’s educational development (Ascher, 1988). Communication is a key
factor in fostering a welcoming school climate (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001). Specifically,
communicating with the parents of ELLs can contribute to equality for the families;
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provide academic, social, and emotional benefits for the students; and satisfy
requirements set by the federal government and the NYSED CR Part 154 Comprehensive
ELL Education Plan ([CEEP], NYSED, 2021a; Wilder, 2013).
Historical Laws and Policies
In New York State, there are also state-level regulations by which public schools
must abide. The Commissioner’s Regulation Part 154 (CR Part 154) was implemented by
the NYSED to outline expectations for educating ELLs in New York State public schools
(NYSED, 2014). The current regulation is called the CR Subpart 154-2 (NYSED, 2014).
Since implementation of CR Part 154 in 2014, there has been a slight improvement in
academic performance for English ELLs (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). CR
Subpart 154-2 requires school districts to communicate with the parents of ELLs in the
language that is best understood by the parents (NYSED, 2014). Schools are mandated to
make materials available to parents in their language of choice. The school districts are
also required to notify parents at various points in the identification process and hold an
orientation that reviews the students’ programs and language proficiency levels. Finally,
schools must hold an additional meeting for the parents of ELLs to review student
progress (NYSED, 2014).
In 1972, there was an educational advocacy group named Aspira of New York
(Santiago, 1986). Aspira of New York represented a group of Hispanic students who
were limited in their English proficiency. The advocacy group sued the Board of
Education because they claimed that the students were kept from fully participating in
school because of their language barrier and lack of English language instruction. The
students won the case, meaning the Board of Education was required to implement a
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program that would support students’ language development. Despite these efforts, the
ELL population continues to perform worse than their general education peers (Office of
Bilingual Education, n.d.). Even with these mandates in place, New York State continues
to fail in meeting the needs of ELL students and their parents. Additionally, there is no
system of accountability that ensures New York State educators are trained or educated in
cultural differences to ensure both ELL students’ and their family’s needs are met.
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) Educators
ESOL educators are educators with the expertise to adequately and appropriately
meet the needs of ELLs (Tupa & McFadden, 2009). They also serve as advocates for
ELL students and their families. ESOL educators are often the primary point of contact
for ELL students and their families because they either speak the languages of their
students, have the resources to find someone who can interpret for their students, or they
can find ways to communicate with their students’ families even if they do not speak the
parents’ language (Brooks et al., 2010). To meet the needs of both ELL students and their
families, educators must be culturally competent and aware of the community they are
working with (Tupa & McFadden, 2009). ELL students are often seen as the primary
responsibility of the ESOL educator and the English as a new language (ENL) program
(Tupa & McFadden, 2009). Research shows communication between educators and
families of students is linked to positive outcomes for the student (Wilder, 2013).
However, the language barrier, cultural differences, difficulty finding bilingual staff, and
family situations make communication difficult (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Wassell et
al., 2017; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011). These challenges can be
associated with a lack of cultural competence and training around cultural differences (He
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& Cooper, 2009). These barriers deter communication and involvement between families
and ESOL educators, resulting in the ELL students not receiving the same connections of
home life and school as do their counterparts.
There is a body of literature that suggests that communication between home and
school is beneficial to all students (Wilder, 2013). Additionally, research shows that the
families of ELLs experience barriers to communication (Good et al., 2010). As Epstein
(2010) recognized, there is not sufficient research on the communication strategies that
are effective for connecting with the families of ELLs.
Problem Statement
In New York State, the ELL population has increased from 8.1% of the
population in the 2015–2016 school year to 9.2% of the population in the 2017–2018
school year (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). That is an increase of 15,766 students
in a 2-year period. Although the population of ELLs is growing steadily, this population’s
success rate in New York State schools is not growing. The graduation rate of ELLs is
29%, which is significantly lower than the 82% of the total population that graduates.
Similar disparities exist for ELLs and the dropout rate. The dropout rate for ELLs is
27.5%, compared to 6% for the total population (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.).
These alarming statistics show that the ELL population is struggling, consequently
impacting ELLs’ chances for future economic success and success in the labor market.
Perreira et al. (2006) reported that in the year 2000, high school dropouts were twice as
likely to be unemployed compared to their high school graduate peers. Data from the
2000 United States Census Bureau (2021) shows that the average earnings among
dropouts between the ages of 25 and 65 were $26,400 while high school graduates earned
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close to $35,000 per year. The types of jobs available to high school dropouts rarely
provide opportunities for significant upward mobility or benefits such as health
insurance. These negative trends in educational statistics of ELLs lead to further equity
gaps that expand across their adult lives.
Research has suggested that disconnects between ESOL educators and ELL
families because of communication barriers can play a role in the student achievement
gaps of ELL students. ELL students and their families have an additional set of obstacles
to overcome, such as not speaking English as their first language, trying to manage
family situations, and immigration, on top of cultural and linguistic differences (Good et
al., 2010; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011). The lack of parental involvement
is a common characteristic of schools’ processes for identifying and placing ELLs with
learning disabilities (Zehler et al., 2003), showing that ELL students experience
difficulties because of the language barrier and disconnect between ESOL educators and
ELL families. This challenge with communicating gets in the way of parent engagement,
which typically yields positive academic, social, and emotional outcomes for students
(Wilder, 2013).
To better understand the importance of a strong connection between educators
and families, this study aims to identify the potential ways ESOL educators overcome the
current communication barriers and challenges that typically create a disconnect between
ESOL educators and ELL families. The intercultural communication competence (ICC)
theory aided in the exploration of how ESOL educators overcome the communication
barriers and challenges that create a disconnection between ELLs schools and homes, to
improve educational outcomes for ELL students.
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Theoretical Rationale
To provide better insight into how ESOL educator participants overcame
communication matters and challenges with families of ELLs, intercultural
communication competence (ICC) theory was used as a lens through which to guide this
study. Intercultural communication skills assist people in communicating with people
from different backgrounds (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). Guo-Ming Chen
developed the original theory of communication competence theory in 1987.
Communication competence looks at the skills people use while communicating. Later,
Guo-Ming Chen extended communication competence by introducing the cultural
component of individuals’ backgrounds (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). As the world
becomes more globalized, there is more interaction between people of different cultures.
One’s culture is an important factor when communicating because of different sets of
beliefs, norms, and various experiences. ICC is being proficient in communicating with
members of a culture other than one’s own.
Since Guo-Ming Chen’s development of ICC theory, it has been refined—once in
1996 and again in 2005. Communication competence is an individual’s ability to execute
certain actions to elicit the desired response in a specific environment. The concept of
communication competence can be applied to situations that involved more than one
culture, which is when the term “intercultural” was added. As shown in Figure 1.1, there
are four dimensions of ICC (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). The dimensions are
personal attributes, communication skills, psychological adaptation, and cultural
awareness. Within each of these four dimensions, there are four components that
contribute to the dimension.
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Figure 1.1
Components of ICC

Note. Adapted from “Learning for Adaptation: An Edusemiotic Perspective on
Intercultural Communication Competence,” by J. Shen, Y. Sheng, & Y. Zhou, 2020,
Chinese Semiotic Studies, 16(4), 603–625. (https://doi.org/10.1515/css-2020-0032).
Copyright 2020 by Walter de Gruyler GmbH.

Personal Attributes
The personal attributes dimension consists of four components: self-disclosure,
self-awareness, self-concept, and social relaxation components (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a,
2009b). Self-disclosure is being open to others. For example, one would be willing to
learn about the customs and norms of a different culture. Self-awareness is the ability to
monitor oneself. Being aware of one’s own behaviors and biases contributes to self-
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awareness. Self-concept is the ability to develop positive believes about oneself. In other
words, feeling comfortable with one’s own culture. Lastly, the dimension of social
relaxation is the ability to feel relaxed when in social settings. Social relaxation is
important when learning about others and seeking to understand different cultures
(Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b).
Communication Skills
The second dimension is communication skills (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b).
The four components that make up this dimension are message skills, social skills,
interaction management, and flexibility. Message skills are the ability to take in and send
out information. Message skills include producing and understanding information. The
social skills component refers to the verbal and non-verbal practices used to communicate
with others. Social skills include body language, facial expressions, speech, and gestures.
Interaction management is one’s ability to keep track of interactions with other people.
Remembering information that was previously exchanged and gathering the necessary
information during an interaction are important for interaction management. Lastly,
flexibility in communication skills is having the ability to change according to a situation.
Adjusting the communication skills used during an interaction leads to more successful
exchange of information.
Psychological Adaptation
The third dimension is psychological adaptation, which encompasses frustration,
ambiguity, stress, and alienation (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). The frustration
component is one’s ability to deal with situations that are annoying or challenging. The
ambiguity component is one’s ability to manage when a situation is uncertain or
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confusing. Dealing with stress is when a person is forced to deal with something
concerning. People being able to manage feelings of being isolated is known as the
alienation component.
Cultural Awareness
The final dimension is cultural awareness (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b).
Cultural awareness has a basic understanding of a culture. The first component is when
one understands the social values of a culture. The second component that contributes to
this dimension is social customs. Social customs are practices that are customary to a
culture. The third component is understanding social norms, such as attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviors specific to a culture. Understanding social systems is the last component that is
critical to having cultural awareness. Social systems refer to the network that is built
between members of a culture.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study is to identify the potential ways the ESOL educator
participants overcame communication barriers and challenges that typically created a
disconnect between the ESOL educators and the ELL families. In addition, this study
discusses how the ESOL educators built relationships with the families of the students
they served by using the concepts and constructs from ICC theory and using the research
questions that helped to guide this research.
Research Questions
The following research questions were examined from the perspective of ESOL
educators in Central New York State:
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1. How do ESOL educators identify and overcome barriers to intercultural
communication with ELL families?
2. How do ESOL educators build relationships through intercultural
communication with ELL families?
Potential Significance of the Study
This research enhances the current knowledge pertaining home-to-school
connections that are effective specifically for ELL students. This study contributes to the
literature that addresses communication with families of students. More specifically, this
study provides all stakeholders, such as school administrators, preservice teachers,
educators, parents, and students, with successful tools and strategies to better
communicate with ELL families to attain ELL educational improvement.
Through this study, school administrators can gain a deeper understanding of the
perspectives and experiences of the ESOL educator participants as they used
communication to build relationships with their ELL students’ families (Parsons & Shim,
2019). The findings of this study can be used to inform school administrators of the
perspectives of ESOL educators, and the study’s findings could lead administrators to
support all educators in their schools. Administrators could create situations where
educators are able to foster relationships with ELL parents to help improve ELL student
achievement gaps. Administrators can also use this study to inform their decision-making
and better support educators and parents in their schools (Beaudoin et al., 2004) and to
provide support for parent engagement.
This study has the potential to be a guide for general education teachers by
showcasing successful and effective strategies for communicating with families of ELLs.
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Educators can use the best practices identified in this study to initiate and sustain ELL
parental involvement through effective communication and cultural competence (Epstein
& Sanders, 2006). The strategies could also be used as a guide to train preservice teachers
in ways to overcome communication barriers and build relationships with the parents of
ELL students.
Additionally, ELL students benefit from effective engagement when it comes to
home-to-school initiatives (Vera et al., 2012). Studies show that students will benefit in
several ways when their families and schools are engaged with one another. For example,
research shows that students benefit academically, socially, emotionally, and behaviorally
when there is communication between their home and school (Jeynes, 2017; Wilder,
2013). Studies have outlined that when parents and educators communicate, it fosters a
sense of belonging for students in the classroom where more academic success takes
place, and they flourish both socially and emotionally (Breiseth, 2020).
Research has shown that frequent and effective engagement tools help parents
become more actively involved in and understanding of the education of their children
(Vera et al., 2012). This engagement prepares families to work with their children at
home. Fostering family engagement in the education of ELL students helps parents to be
involved in the education of their child or children. Providing access and support for all
families to be engaged aids in maintaining equity and social justice.
Definitions of Terms
COVID-19 – a worldwide pandemic that required U.S. schools to go to virtual or
hybrid learning.
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CR Part 154 – The New York State Commissioner’s Regulations for educating
English language learners.
Cultural awareness – a dimension of ICC that includes social values, social
customs, social norms, and social systems (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b).
Cultural competence – the ability to effectively communicate with members of a
culture other than one’s own (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b).
ELL (English language learner) – a student learning English in addition to their
native language.
ENL (English as a new language) – a program offered by New York State public
schools to support the English development of ELL students.
ESOL (English for speakers of other languages) – an area of certification for
teachers in New York State. This certification allows teachers to teach ELL students in
ENL programs.
General education – students who do not require specialized support to develop
language proficiency.
Globalization – society becoming more interconnected through the exchange of
information.
ICC (intercultural communication competence) – theory developed in 1987 by
Guo-Ming Chen that explains having the sufficient ability to exchange and process
information between individuals of different cultures.
Chapter Summary
Historically, ELLs’ academic performance remains below that of the general
education population. The graduation rate of ELLs is 29%, which is significantly lower
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than the 82% of the total population that graduates. Similar disparities exist for ELLs that
include dropout rate. The dropout rate for ELLs is 27.5%, compared to 6% for the total
population. Research has suggested that disconnects between ESOL educators and ELL
families caused by communication barriers can play a role in the student achievement
gaps of ELL students. This study aims to identify the potential ways ESOL educators
overcome the existing communication barriers and challenges that typically create a
disconnect between ESOL educators and ELL families.
Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature relevant to the importance of
communication and parental engagement. Chapter 3 provides an outline of the
methodology that was used to collect data for this study. Chapter 4 presents the
significance of the research findings, and Chapter 5 discusses the findings, implications,
and recommendations for future research and practice.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
Communication between home and school is a strategy that has multiple benefits
for students (Wilder, 2013). When there are barriers that prevent communication from
happening, students suffer (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Wassell et al., 2017; Wood et
al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011). The families of ELL students have additional
barriers than those of the average, native English-speaking students. Having cultural
competence skills helps educators foster student success with parents from cultures other
than their own (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). The purpose of this study is to identify
the potential ways ESOL educators overcome existing communication barriers and
challenges that typically create a disconnect between ESOL educators and ELL families.
Empirical evidence was gathered from online databases to explore
communication and ICC used in educational settings among ESOL educators. Chapter 2
begins with a review of literature pertaining to communication and cultural competence.
Literature on the benefits of home and school communication was analyzed to better
understand the positive impact on student success. The next section reviews barriers to
communication between school and home that have been identified through empirical
research. Chapter 2 also identifies studies that have reviewed the lack of parental
engagement and its impact on student achievement.
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Communication and Cultural Competence
Being culturally competent is defined as when one can communicate effectively
with people from cultures other than their own (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). In the
educational realm, cultural competence has been defined as the ability to effectively teach
students who come from different cultures other than one’s own (Diller & Moule, 2005).
Culturally competent educators are effective educators because they have acquired the
knowledge and dispositions necessary to relate to students from other cultures and to
open minds to different worldviews and learning styles (Diller & Moule, 2005). Yet,
cultural competence is needed beyond the classroom, and it is a necessity in bridging the
gap from school to home.
In studies that examine the benefits of developing cultural competence, preservice
educators explain that cultural competence helps them better relate to their diverse
students (Goodman & Hooks, 2016; Meaney et al., 2008). Participants claimed that it
helped them to be more reflective of their own beliefs, it improved their communication
skills, and it changed their understanding of teaching. Another study using preservice
teachers looked at cross-cultural interactions to help improve cultural competency
(Kerssen-Griep & Eifler, 2008). A study was done with 12 White preservice teacher
researchers who were embedded as African American mentors in their training programs
to increase cross-cultural interaction. The data collection technique used was
observations of the preservice teachers. The tool used to assess the data was the
Behavioral Assessment Scale for Intercultural Communication. Means and standard
deviations were calculated and showed statistically significant changes in the teachers’
communication competence in five out of the eight areas assessed, which were: they
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responded descriptively, displayed empathy, expressed respect and positive self-regard,
they had tolerance for ambiguity, and they practiced interaction management. When the
preservice teachers were trained in cultural competence, they were better equipped to
meet the needs of their diverse learners (Kerssen-Griep & Eifler, 2008).
There are many benefits to educators who become more culturally aware. Zhou
and Sun (2020) conducted a mixed-methodology study that used technology as a means
of increasing communication between American and Chinese students. The study used
questionnaires and action research to collect data from 60 participants. The researchers
found that as participants interacted with the other culture, the interaction resulted in
growth in several ways. Participants became more aware of the other culture as well as
their own culture through identifying similarities and differences between the two
cultures. The native Chinese-speaking participants also became more fluent in English
during the study. Over the 5-year period of the study, the American and Chinese students
gained critical thinking skills that helped them to analyze their own culture. All
participants felt they were better equipped to deal with the other culture, citing that they
were able to better manage misunderstandings, maintain flexibility, and they felt more
confident and at ease during intercultural interactions (Zhou & Sun, 2020).
Developing cultural competence can be accomplished in a variety of ways. One of
the most effective and commonly used methods is exposing people of one culture to
people of another culture (Anderson & Fees, 2018; He, 2013; Meaney et al., 2008;
Tuleja, 2014). Through interaction with people from a culture other than their own,
individuals develop skills that help them to communicate effectively despite cultural
differences. Studies show this is an effective method for students going into the fields of
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education and business leadership (He, 2013; Meaney et al., 2008; Tuleja, 2014).
Providing opportunities for students to interact with members of different cultures helped
students to increase their cultural competencies (Anderson & Fees, 2018; He, 2013;
Meaney et al., 2008).
He (2013) conducted a study with 21 teacher candidates using a pre- and postsurvey reflections and blog entries. The study showed that all candidates increased their
cultural competency because of increased interaction with people from different cultures.
He (2013) also found that mindfulness of students increased because it required them to
reflect on their interactions with people from a different culture (Tuleja, 2014).
Mindfulness helps teachers to be more self-aware, which is a component of the personal
attributes dimension of ICC.
In another study that focused on the preservice teacher population, Meaney et al.
(2008) examined the cultural competence of the participants; they were 53 preservice
teachers who taught physical education to minority students (Meaney et al., 2008). The
participants reflected on their experiences by completing logs, weekly reflections, and
focus group interviews. The researchers found that the participants’ perspective changed
because of the experience. Participants reported that they had a better understanding of
underserved children, the stereotypes they believed in were challenged, they improved
their language and communication skills, and the expectations they had for teaching in
the future had shifted. Shaklee and Merz (2012) stated that teachers must develop their
own cultural competence before they are able to help their students develop cultural
competence. Additionally, when teachers do not have cultural competence, they are more

22

likely to be uncomfortable interacting with students and families from different cultures
(He & Cooper, 2009).
Research has been done to investigate how educators develop cultural
competence. In a study conducted by He and Cooper (2009) with 20 preservice teachers,
the researchers had participants engage in Schmidt’s ABC Model to develop their cultural
competence. The participants had field experiences with people from cultures other than
their own, and then they were asked to reflect on their learning. The ABC Model asked
students to start by writing their own autobiography that clearly explained their own
culture. The next step was the preservice teachers interacting with a student from a
different culture and writing their biography. The last step of the process was to compare
the preservice teachers’ own cultures to that of the students they wrote about. The study
showed that using the ABC Model helped the participants to become more culturally
aware. The participants also reported that their cross-cultural communication skills had
developed because of having experienced interacting with people from a culture other
than their own (He & Cooper, 2009).
Positive Impact of Home–School Connection
There are a variety of positive student outcomes when there is communication
between their homes and school. Wilder (2013) conducted a meta study on the outcomes
of educator and family communication for general education students in the United
States. The nine studies reviewed showed that students benefit academically, socially,
and emotionally when their parents have a strong connection with their school. Educators
frequently turn to students’ families to work collaboratively to support the student and
share information about what is happening in school for the child. Parents are normally

23

the recipients of information including expectations, norms, and culture, while they share
aspects of their child’s life that take place outside of school. When ongoing
communication takes place, parents and educators take an active role in exchanging
information (Miller et al., 2014).
Increased Engagement
When there is effective home-to-school engagement, students are in class more,
engaged, and have improved behavior (Bergman & Chan, 2019; Estell & Perdue, 2013;
Kraft & Dougherty, 2013). Kraft and Dougherty (2013) found that students who received
daily communication between their teachers and families participated 15% more in class
and the students needed to be redirected in class 25% less than students in the control
group. Additionally, students in the experimental group maintained the same level of
engagement throughout the course as opposed to the control group whose engagement
decreased by 6.5% over time (Kraft & Dougherty, 2013). In a study that implemented
daily communication with parents, researchers found that students needed 20% less
redirection while in class and the students were 1.15 times more likely to actively
participate in class. Finally, having communication with people from other cultures is an
important factor to developing cultural competence (Zimmermann, 1995).
The benefits of strong communication between school and home last beyond
traditional high school. Yeh (2019) found that ELLs with involved parents were more
likely to enroll in postsecondary education programs. The researcher found that involved
parents have a stronger impact on postsecondary enrollment than socioeconomic status or
linguistic factors. One way to help facilitate parental support in postsecondary education
is for schools to communicate with the parents (Yeh, 2019).
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Students benefit from being in class, staying engaged, participating, and passing
classes because it helps them to reach critical milestones in their education (Parr &
Bonitz, 2015). Parr and Bonitz (2015) looked at family background, student behaviors,
and beliefs about school to see the impact the variables had on school dropout. They used
structural equation modeling to investigate the relationships between the variables. The
researchers found that socioeconomic status, academic performance, parental
involvement, and absenteeism have significant impacts on dropout rates. More
specifically, one of the hypotheses they tested for was if socioeconomic status and parent
engagement could be used as predictors for dropping out. They found the hypothesis to
be supported through statistical analysis. The correlation between parent engagement and
dropping out was β = –.181, p < .001. In other words, there was a significant relationship
between parent engagement and the likelihood of school dropout rates. The negative,
small beta value shows that the more involved the parents, the lower the risk for the
student to drop out. The statistically significant p value shows that this conclusion can be
credited to the tested variable with very minimal risk of the results being from something
else. When students have involved families, the student is less likely to drop out of high
school before graduating (Parr & Bonitz, 2015).
These findings are supported by the meta synthesis that Wilder (2013) conducted
on the topic. After reviewing nine studies that all investigated the relationship between
parental involvement and academic achievement, the researcher engaged in comparing
relationships between the components. Following that, Wilder qualitatively analyzed the
finding of the initial analysis to try to translate it into concepts that could be merged. Ten
categories emerged from the analysis process that reflected a relationship between
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parental involvement and academic achievement. The researcher found that there was a
strong positive relationship between parental involvement and academic achievement,
especially when the parents set high expectations for academic achievement for their
child. The meta synthesis concluded that the type of parent involvement and the measure
of student achievement does not interfere with a positive relationship. Furthermore, the
positive outcomes were consistent across different ethnic groups (Wilder, 2013).
Jeynes (2017) conducted a meta-analysis that investigated the relationship
between parental involvement and Latino student outcomes. The researcher reviewed 28
quantitative studies that met four pieces of criteria regarding the relationships of variables
(Jeynes, 2017). The studies were divided into three categories, and statistics were
reported for each study including the types of tests used in the data analysis of each study
and the effect sizes. The study looked at parent involvement, overall, as well as specific
categories of parent involvement. The results showed that there was a significant
relationship between students having involved parents and the students’ academic
outcomes. The study also determined that the relationship existed for all students from
kindergarten to college freshmen. The study’s results had a statistically significant
outcome with .52 (p <. 01), 95% CI [.15, .89] of a standard deviation. This shows that the
positive academic outcomes that the students had can be credited to having parental
involvement, similar to Wilder (2013) had found. The effect size for the overall parental
involvement was .52 (p <. 01), 95% CI [.15, .89] (Jeynes, 2017). The effect size shows
that the relationship between the variables was strong. Many studies were reviewed, and
as a medium effect size in the social sciences, this meta-analysis can be regarded as high
quality. The study showed that there is a significant relationship between parental
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involvement and academic outcomes for students. This study is evidence that students
benefit from having homes and schools that are connected through communication.
Social and Emotional Benefits
In addition to academic benefits, there are also social and emotional benefits for a
student to have educationally involved parents. Research shows that there is a correlation
between school support and parent involvement (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014). There is a
negative correlation between parent involvement and social-emotional issues experienced
by students. Additionally, parents sharing their aspirations with their children was shown
to have a strong and positive correlation to student motivation (Fan et al., 2012). For
recently immigrated Latino students, avoiding school trouble is another benefit students
get from having support from school and home (Garcia-Reid et al., 2015). Involving
parents in the education of their child mitigates social-emotional problems for the child.
When ELL students have a supportive school environment, their parents tend to be more
involved in school. When students’ parents are more involved in school, students are less
likely to have emotional problems (Garcia-Reid et al., 2015). School support and parental
involvement are key factors in the success of ELL students.
Academic Benefits
Students do better academically when their parents are more aware of what is
happening in their children’s daily education (Bergman & Chan, 2019; Kraft &
Dougherty, 2013). One component of academics that is improved with weekly
communication is the lower number of course failures for students (Bergman & Chan,
2019). The researchers conducted an experiment in the largest school district in West
Virginia, which had 10,400 participants. The intervention was alerting parents about

27

missed assignments, class attendance, and when students had a low class average. The
study found that as parent communication was increased, students were absent from class
12% less. They also found that the students with parental communication failed an
average of 28% fewer classes (Bergman & Chan, 2019). Berman and Chan’s (2019)
study demonstrates two ways that students benefit academically from having educators
and families that communicate. This finding is consistent with the findings or others in
the literature, such as the meta studies conducted by Wilder (2013) and Jeynes (2017).
Increased attendance, decreased course failures, and improved behavior result in students
being more successful (Bergman & Chan, 2019; Kraft & Dougherty, 2013).
Cheung and Pomerantz (2012) used longitudinal data to examine if parental
involvement enhanced achievement. The study used 825 seventh-grade students.
Researchers collected data on parent involvement and the students’ motivation every 6
months for 2 years. The data showed that as parents were more involved in the education
of their children, the children were also more motivated to do well in school. Students
became more self-regulated in their learning, which had a positive effect on their grades.
Dotterer and Wehrspann (2015) conducted a study to see if parent involvement
was linked to academic outcomes. The team accessed school records of 108 students in
sixth, seventh, and eighth grade to monitor academic progress. Additionally, they had
students complete two surveys while in school. The purpose of the surveys was to get the
children’s perspectives on parental involvement, school engagement, and academic
competence. The data showed that having more involved parents resulted in better
behavior and cognitive engagement.
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A study by Niehaus and Adelson (2014) used structural equation modeling to look
at similar factors. The researchers investigated at the relationships between school
support, parental school involvement, and academic and social-emotional outcomes.
Their study had 1,020 participants and used data that were collected in the Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study. The quantitative analysis showed that the support a child
received from a school led to more parental involvement. Furthermore, it showed that
more parental involvement was linked to less social-emotional problems, which led to
higher academic achievement. Being more engaged behaviorally and cognitively because
of receiving more support led to better academic outcomes for students (Dotterer &
Wehrspann, 2015; Niehaus & Adelson, 2014).
Barriers and Challenges to Communicating with Families
Although there are numerous, evidence-based benefits to having a strong
connection between home and school, in practice, it can be challenging to execute
efficiently for a variety of reasons. Studies show that both educators and families feel
there are challenges that prevent effective communication from occurring (Kelty &
Wakabayashi, 2020; Wassell et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011).
Both parents and educators have different perspectives on the common experience of
communicating between home and school.
Language Barrier
Many research studies have found that having a language barrier is the most
challenging hurdle to communication with parents of ELLs (Vera et al., 2012).
Differences in language disrupt effective communication between educators and families
(Good et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011). In focus groups
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conducted by Worthington et al. (2011), teachers explained two major challenges in
communicating with the families of ELLs. The participants explained that one of the
most difficult barriers to overcome is the language barrier they deal with while
communicating with students and their families. Teachers noted it was difficult to
understand what the child or family was understanding when they did not share a
common language. The second challenge mentioned by teachers was the lack of bilingual
staff. As explained during the data collection phase, bilingual staff help with overcoming
the language barrier, however, it is difficult to find qualified personnel who are fluent in
more than one language.
In another study conducted by Wood et al. (2018) collected the perspectives of
educators, and the participants also identified language barriers as an adversity. During
interviews conducted by researchers, the participants added that providing adequate
support for the families is an additional challenge that is exemplified by the language
barrier. Parents shared that sentiment, also, and advocated for more staff members who
spoke more than one language (Shufflebarger Snell, 2018).
Although bilingual staff is needed, researchers found that finding bilingual
employees is a challenge (Worthington et al., 2011). They explained that parents receive
substantial information from the school in various forms; however, not understanding the
information from the school can be concerning and frustrating (Shufflebarger Snell,
2018). At times, the parents do not know if the school is calling about an emergency or if
it is something less threatening such as information about an event. Translation resources
seem to be the most common resource provided to families; however, they do not always
prove to be effective (Wassell et al., 2017). The study noted that the diversity of the
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families made it difficult to create materials that supported all the families at once.
Differences in dialect, culture, experience, priorities, and the tools available made
communication complex (Good et al., 2010). Parents explained that the language barrier
is problematic when issues arise such as bullying (Shufflebarger Snell, 2018). One parent
explained that their child had been bullied on the bus, but it was challenging to advocate
for her daughter because of the language difference. Therefore, resources available to
families are not always adequate to overcome the language barrier and to facilitate
engagement (Wassell et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2018).
Inconsistent Expectations
One of the challenges that schools need to address is the misalignment of
expectations of educators and parents (Antony-Newman, 2017; Reynolds et al., 2015;
Shufflebarger Snell, 2018; Wassell et al., 2017). Parents and teachers make assumptions
about communication that can lead to miscommunications (Chu, 2014). In a metasynthesis study conducted by Antony-Newman, 40 quantitative and qualitative studies
were reviewed to examine the trends between parental involvement of immigrant parents
(Antony-Newman, 2017). The studies were chosen by identifying inclusion and exclusion
criteria that would focus on Latino families that had not already been focused on in past
meta papers. The author used preset coding, initially, followed by grouping those codes
into categories, and the patterns and themes were identified. Antony-Newman found that
educators and immigrant parents had different ideas of what parental involvement looked
like. For example, parents from Asian countries did not feel like they were equal partners
as their children’s teachers in the education of their children. They also felt that
participating in school was more than volunteering in their children’s classrooms. The

31

Asian parents considering teaching their children at home, asking for additional
homework, and monitoring their children’s academic progress were all ways to be
engaged at school. The teachers, on the other hand, had different ideas of the duties of an
involved parent (Wassell et al., 2017). Studies have shown that teachers prefer parents to
be physically present in school at events and meetings (Shufflebarger Snell, 2018; Wassel
et al., 2017).
Doucet (2011) found that educators perceived parental involvement to be based
on activities that took place in the school setting that benefited the school in some way.
Doucet also found that the parent involvement opportunities were typically controlled by
a small group of parents who made decisions for the whole. Their decisions reflected
their own desires and motivations, rather than those of the other parents. For example,
educators felt that parental involvement should consist of volunteering, participating in
meetings, and being a part of the parent-teacher group. Most of the parents participating
in those functions were from White, middle-class families. Shah (2001) explained that it
is common that parents feel labeled or judged by the teachers. The parents feel these
judgements stem from the quality of dialogue the parents have with the educators and the
physical presence of the parents at various events.
As explained in Doucet’s (2011) study, for immigrant parents, school
involvement does not necessarily take place in school. Supporting homework, developing
the native language of the parents, discussing school, and monitoring the students’
progress are ways to be involved in students’ education without being present at the
school building. Additionally, parents felt it was their responsibility to teach their
children things students do not learn in school such as manners, respect, and household
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responsibilities (Shufflebarger Snell, 2018). This conflict in perspective can create a
misunderstanding and a lack of connection (Antony-Newman, 2017). In other words,
when a parent supports the schools’ efforts at home and they are not present at school
events, it may seem like disinterest to the educator, when in fact, the parent is involved in
other ways.
As documented by Wassell et al. (2017), teachers have the same expectations for
diverse families to be involved in the education of their child as they do for traditional
families, despite acknowledging that the families have additional barriers. All participants
but one had a definitive, traditional view of what family engagement was to them. Having
the same expectations while families have additional barriers contributes to the difficulty
educators experience when trying to engage with families (Wassell et al., 2017).
Interestingly, the teachers admitted that their schools did not hold events that were
intended for language-minority parents (Gates & Smothermon, 2006). Arias and MorilloCampbell (2008) also found that it was necessary to offer nontraditional opportunities for
parents to become engaged in school to reach parents who could not participate in
traditional ways.
Shufflebarger Snell (2018) conducted a qualitative study that collected
perspectives from 16 refugee and immigrant parents who were not native speakers of
English. The study showed that the parents had the same concerns as educators did with
misaligned expectations. Parents felt that they should support learning at home in a way
that was different than what students learn at school.
There is a wide range of frequency in parent–teacher communication that can be
misleading for parents’ expectations (Natale & Lubniewski, 2018). Most parents feel it is
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the responsibility of the educator to initiate communication, and parents prefer an
abundance of communication including when there is nothing wrong (Conus & Fahrni,
2019). Shufflebarger Snell (2018) on the other hand, found that educators felt as though
parents should be supporting academics at home. Teachers tend to take the “no news is
good news” approach, which means most of the communication they receive is for
negative reasons (Conus & Fahrni, 2019). This is not good practice for building
relationships because it leaves the initiation of the relationship up to the parents except in
cases where there are problems that need addressing. Combining this practice with
families’ hesitancy to communicate, and the parents are likely to be left uninformed
(Good et al., 2010).
Family Situation
Many times, the families of ELL students are immigrants from other countries.
Adjusting to the U.S. culture can be challenging even for parents who are educated (Chu,
2014). Moving into a new culture brings extra challenges to the family unit. There is a
stress level families experience while transitioning into a new country, a new culture, and
a new language (Good et al., 2010). Having a support system available would be
beneficial for families, but it is not often an available support.
One aspect of building relationships is the comfort level of the individuals. For
many families, the comfort level they have with the school originates from the parents’
experiences in school (Harris & Goodall, 2007, 2008). The family’s comfort level in
school is a concern that can get obstruct creating a strong bond (Kelty & Wakabayashi,
2020). Kelty and Wakabayashi stated that engagement opportunities were geared toward
“traditional” families, which seemed to exclude to nontraditional families. The
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researchers also noted that it is not fair to assume that a family is not willing to engage if
they are unwilling to visit the school. Some parents who are uncomfortable with going to
schools are willing to engage in other ways. Good et al. (2010) found that families felt
uncomfortable in schools because of the differences in culture. Clashes between cultures
can contribute to misunderstandings and behavior problems for students (Good et al.,
2010). For example, the role of a teacher varies in different cultures. As parents and
teachers have difference expectations, it becomes difficult to create a strong relationship.
As stated in the Good et al. study, teachers and parents mentioned students acting out
during the initial transition into the new culture because of their desire to fit in. At times,
parents feel as though their cultures are being disregarded by the school or that there is a
lack of respect or desire for their input (Good et al., 2010).
Dietary restrictions were an aspect of the families’ cultures that created tension
when sending students to school (Shufflebarger Snell, 2018). Additionally, parents felt as
though teachers were judgmental towards parents and students, which put a strain on the
relationships (Shim, 2013). Parents also experience frustration when they are unable to
influence decisions regarding their child. Although they would like to be heard, some
parents fear speaking up because of repercussions (Shim, 2013).
Another challenge that many ELL families face is a lack of literacy in English or
in their native language. Lack of participation because of illiteracy or because of not
having access to technology can seem like disinterest (Shiffman, 2019). Even educated
parents are hesitant to communicate in writing (Shiffman, 2019). A participant in
Shiffman’s (2019) study was college educated, but she was not comfortable
communicating in writing with her child’s teacher. The parent waited until a parent–
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teacher conference to address issues because she was not confident in her writing
availability (Shiffman, 2019). In another study, it was pointed out that communicating
through email can be misunderstood because of the lack of tone and expression (Natale &
Lubniewski, 2018). Illiteracy and the lack of emotion in written messages can contribute
to challenges for families.
Another factor that can contribute to the challenges a family experiences is being
migrant workers. Migrant workers normally travel to seasonal jobs throughout the year,
and they tend to live in poverty (Leon, 1996). This brings a unique set of challenges to
the teachers, students, and families involved (Leon, 1996; Romanowski, 2003). Children
of migrant workers can be transient and struggle with attendance. It can lead to gaps in
their education that can affect them physically, academically, and socially (Leon, 1996;
Nichols et al., 2014). Migrant students struggle academically much more than their
nonimmigrant peers (Leon, 1996). They must cope with limited English proficiency,
interruptions in their education, poor self-esteem, poor health and nutrition, social
isolation, and economic struggles. Many migrant students also come to the United States
unaccompanied by family member, which can lead to emotional stress and the need for
special supports (Michell, 2015). These circumstances make communication between
educators and migrant-worker parents even more difficult than with nonimmigrant
parents.
When students and families suffer from more than one set of barriers,
communication becomes extremely difficult. As explained in a study by Anicama et al.
(2018), the challenges associated with ELL parents communicating with educators can be
compounded by having low socioeconomic status. Teachers explained that financial
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adversities lead to a lack of transportation, inflexible work schedules, childcare
responsibilities, and limited resources (Gates & Smothermon, 2006). When families are
not fluent in English and they struggle financially, it is more difficult for them to be
involved in school than their English-speaking peers. This challenge arises because of
lack of time because of working long hours and a lack of comfortability because of the
language barrier (Anicama et al., 2018; Gates & Smothermon, 2006). This combination
of adversities puts children of low socioeconomic at greater risk of struggling in school
because they are not getting cohesive support from their home and school. Similarly,
when students struggle with a severe disability, communication becomes even more
difficult because the students are not always able to articulate what they experience in
school (Pickl, 2011).
Lack of District Preparation
A lack of preparation by school districts and a lack of training for educators are
the added challenges that effect educators communicating with parents (Good et al.,
2010). As teachers explained in a study by Gates and Smothermon (2006), ELLs and
their families have a unique set of needs, but the schools they work in does not make an
effort to create unique opportunities—especially for linguistically diverse families (Gates
& Smothermon, 2006). When language support is not offered by the school, it prevents
immigrant families from supporting their children in navigating school-related situations
(Antony-Newman, 2017). Situations, such as requesting a particular teacher, getting the
child counseling support, and understanding grade reports, are the aspects of schools that
parents typically help with because of differences in culture and a lack of knowledge of
their children (Doucet, 2011; Kannan et al., 2018; Klein, 2008). Not all educators are
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trained in strategies to meet the needs of a diverse population (Good et al., 2010). The
lack of teacher preparation in ELL-related fields, such as multiculturalism, language
acquisition, ELL instructional strategies, and different cultures, makes connecting even
more difficult. Parents expressed that school districts do not always have a plan when
dealing with ELL students and their families. Not having a plan makes explaining things
to parents more difficult and less comprehensible.
The COVID-19 pandemic was a crisis that proved many school districts
unprepared to communicate with parents of ELLs. Schools were forced to shut down and
move to remote learning in a very short window of time. This required school districts to
communicate with parents quickly and effectively about numerous details. School
districts that did not already have systems in place to communicate with ELL parents
struggled during this time of crisis.
Negative Impact of Poor Communication
When barriers and challenges obstruct communication occurring, students do not
benefit from normally positive contributions of communication. In addition to not
receiving benefits, ELLs often have negative outcomes, which is a product of the lack of
communication.
In a study conducted by Kannan et al. (2018), the group of researchers gave an
artificial score report to parents to see what conclusions the parents could draw from a
typical communication tool used by schools. The data showed that non-native parents
were four times more likely to misinterpret the score report and think the student in the
report was not doing well. Furthermore, it showed that 100% of the non-native Englishspeaking parents had some aspect of the report that they did not understand. Additionally,
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50% of the college-educated, native, English-speaking parents understood some, but not
all, of the components of the score report (Kannan et al., 2018).
According to the parents, schools do not always follow the educational laws
pertaining to students in their district (Chu, 2014). This can be a result of a lack of
planning by the district (Good et al., 2010). When there is a lack of communication or
barriers that make communication difficult, the students may go without their entitled
services because it is difficult for parents to advocate for conditions that affect their
children (Chu, 2014).
Translation and interpretation are often viewed as a solution to the language
barrier, but they do not guarantee understanding for both parties (Shiffman, 2019). Many
issues can arise when working with an interpreter. For example, it is difficult to know the
quality of interpretation without being fluent in both languages. Interpreters affect the
rapport between the two parties. For example, typical greetings are not always interpreted
the same way they were intended to be delivered. Also, the tone set by the interpreter
may interfere with the intended tone of the meeting. Interpretation often leads to many
interruptions during conversations (Kosny et al., 2014). At times, it is difficult to know if
both parties have the same understanding. As reported in the study by Shiffman (2019),
hesitant parents may be afraid to ask for clarification about elements that confuse them.
Quality of translation and interpretation is an issue because it is difficult for either party
to judge the precision without being bilingual. There is a wide range of English and
interpreting skills among interpreters. Interpreters are not trained to interpret in all
situations. Additionally, they are not always trained in professionalism, body language,
tone, and cultural assumptions (Kosny et al., 2014). Not all school districts have access to
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in-house translators (Shiffman, 2019). Even for districts that do have an in-house
translator, if all families do not speak the same language, the translator can only
communicate with the families in the languages that the translator can speak. Inaccurate
or poor translation can complicate already difficult situations and make the situations
worse.
Another common solution schools turn to for communication is automated
translation done electronically. One problem with this method is that automated
translation is unreliable and at times inaccurate (Shiffman, 2019). Many districts resort to
automated translation programs because they are cost effective and convenient. This
approach can lead to more confusion. Additionally, native-language literacy is a concern
if written translation is being used. If a parent cannot read, the translated materials are
still not helpful (Shiffman, 2019). Electronic translation also requires the parent to have
access to technology to receive the message. As experienced during the COVID-19
pandemic and the need to shift to virtual learning, many families did not have access to
the proper technology or did not have the skill set to obtain the information they needed.
School websites are commonly used as a tool to communicate with families in the
community. One concern is that school district websites are not always user friendly. One
teacher who participated in an interview claimed to have had difficulty in finding some
information for herself (Shiffman, 2019). Adding in the language barrier, a possible lack
of literacy, and limited access to technology or Internet, and websites are decreasingly
valuable. There is also an inconsistency in the sections of school websites that are
translated. On some websites that offer a translation option, there are some resources that
do not translate (Shiffman, 2019).
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Another negative impact relating to communication between ELL families and
educators is using the students to assist in interpreting. When parents struggle to
understand, they can burden their child with giving an explanation (Shiffman, 2019).
Children often do not understand the full situation that is being discussed in
conversations among adults. When children are used to interpret, the children can often
miss class time (Kosny et al., 2014). Although there are many potential solutions to the
barriers ELL families face, they do not prove to be as useful as originally intended. Each
solution and situation has a unique set of circumstances that needs to be addressed. A
one-size-fits-all approach to language barriers is not appropriate because of the wide
variety of situations. Addressing cultural competence and communication gives educators
the ability to address the variety of barriers effectively.
ICC
ICC is used in a variety of contexts such as in education and customer service.
Researchers have used it to analyze working with diverse groups of people. This theory
has been applied to educators in many studies, although there is a lack of research on
educators using ICC with ELL parents (Colombo, 2007; Yang, 2018). ICC has also been
used to better understand situations from the students’ perspectives (Guerrero Moya et
al., 2016; Senyshyn, 2019). ICC has been applied to sales negotiations (Chaisrakeo &
Speece, 2004), and it has also been applied to customer service in the hotel industry
(Yang et al., 2022).
Reynolds et al. (2015) reported how important it is for schools to consider the
culture of the parents when initiating parent engagement among diverse populations. In a
study conducted by Colombo (2007), a school district with a Latino student population
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that was failing, implemented a professional development series of courses for the
teachers; 27 teachers participated in the classes that were intended to increase the
intercultural competence of the educators through a variety of activities. At the
conclusion of the program, many participants reported that they had a better
understanding of the strengths and knowledge the Latino families (Colombo, 2007).
Research also shows that educators who have ICC competencies are becoming more
creative (Braslauskas, 2021).
Yang (2018) investigated how ICC impacts a teacher’s intercultural identity. ICC
helps teachers to use verbal skills as well as the use of body language to have a positive
impact on themselves and on their students (Yang, 2018). Additionally, when preservice
teachers were given opportunities to interact with people from different cultures, their
cultural competence skills improved (He, 2013; He & Cooper, 2009; Meaney et al., 2008;
Shaklee & Merz, 2012; Tuleja, 2014).
Senyshyn (2019) started a first-year seminar course for international students who
were attending the college where she taught. The purpose of the course was to help 58
international students develop ICC. The course gave the students opportunities to interact
with peers who were from the United States, as well as to have the opportunity to help
with the social and academic needs of international students. The results of the study
showed that the course benefitted the international students in two ways. It increased their
ICC, and it also supported their transition into the new country and the new school. ICC
helped the international students adjust socially and academically. The students from the
United States also benefitted from the interactions.
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In another study conducted in Bogota, Colombia with 75 tenth graders (Guerrero
Moya et al., 2016), after collecting qualitative data through writing and discussion
groups, researchers concluded that ICC benefitted the students in various ways. The
students found that ICC helped to build their identity by using differences in the two
cultures. Their reflection also showed that the participants discovered there were
similarities between cultures, they identified their tolerance levels, and they applied those
tolerance levels to problem-solving. Additionally, the Nikiforova & Skvortsova (2021)
research found that ICC can support education becoming sustainable.
Chapter Summary
There are many benefits for educators who have a strong relationship with the
parents of students (Wilder, 2013). Research has shown that strong communication can
lead to positive academic outcomes for students. Additionally, students experience fewer
social-emotional problems, and a have better chance of postsecondary educational
enrollment (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014; Yeh, 2019).
Research also shown that educators experience many challenges when trying to
communicate with parents. The language barrier is frustrating and difficult for educators
and parents to work through (Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011). Additionally,
parents and educators have different expectations (Antony-Newman, 2017; Shufflebarger
Snell, 2018; Wassell et al., 2017). Family situations, such as illiteracy, financial
struggles, and conflicting cultures, for ELL families add to the difficulties (Good et al.,
2010; Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Shufflebarger Snell, 2018). The building
administrators and leaders of school districts also struggle to problem solve this situation
(Parsons & Shim, 2019).
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When barriers obstruct communication, students do not benefit as they might if
communication was occurring between their home and their school. Common solutions to
the problem result in being contributors to different problems (Kosny et al., 2014;
Shiffman, 2019). There is little research that provides ESOL teachers with a guide to
developing ICC along with strategies to utilize to foster and sustain relationships with
families of ELLs. Chapter 3 presents the methodology for examining this research
problem.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
ELL students in New York State are struggling to meet important milestones in
their educational career (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). Communicating with the
parents of students is one way that educators attempt to support their students (Wilder,
2013). When students come from various cultures and backgrounds, teachers must
engage in intercultural communication and be culturally competent (Littlejohn & Floss,
2009a, 2009b). In many school districts, ESOL teachers are the leaders in supporting
ELL students and engaging parents of ELL students. The purpose of this study was to
identify the potential ways ESOL educators overcame the communication barriers and
challenges that typically created a disconnect between the ESOL educators and the ELL
families. The research questions addressed were:
1. How do ESOL educators identify and overcome barriers to intercultural
communication with ELL families?
2. How do ESOL educators build relationships through intercultural
communication with ELL families?
Research Design
A qualitative approach was used for this study. The purpose of qualitative
research is to understand a phenomenon by allowing people to share their perceptions,
attitudes, and motivations (Bricki & Green, 2007; Flick, 2014; Gliner et al., 2017).
Qualitative data rely on words rather than numbers to understand complex situations
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(Bricki & Green, 2007; Flick, 2014; Gliner et al., 2017; Patton, 2005). This study
introduced a new understanding of ESOL educators’ communication with the families of ELL
students through an ICC lens. There has been limited research that focuses on educators’ perspectives and
the strategies they have used to communicate with families of ELL students in Central New York State.

Based on the research questions, the qualitative study used a descriptive
phenomenological approach (Beck 2021; Giorgi et al., 2017; Moustakas, 1994). There is
a lack of literature surrounding the phenomenon of interest, and this study describes the
phenomenon based on the collected data. The interview questions intended to gain a
deeper understanding of the experiences of ESOL educators through the sharing of their
perspectives and reflections on overcoming communication barriers and challenges with
ELL families.
Descriptive phenomenology studies typically ask participants to discuss their
lived experiences to gain a deeper understanding of the structures of a phenomenon
(Beck, 2021; Giorgi et al., 2017; Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1997). Descriptive
phenomenology was an appropriate methodology for this study because the research
questions asked about the lived experiences and perspectives of the participants (Lopez &
Willis, 2004; Van Manen, 1997). This this work describes the phenomenon from the
perspective of the participants.
In this study, the theory that guided the data analysis was ICC. ICC is a
framework that outlines the skills needed to successfully communicate with people from
other cultures (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). Educators use the attributes that make
up ICC when communicating with the families of ELL students. Additionally, the
interview questions reflected the components of the ICC framework.
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During the data collection portion, the researcher practiced bracketing to help
separate her own perspectives from the perspectives of the participants (Lopez & Willis,
2004; Matua & Van Der Wal, 2015; Reiners, 2012). Bracketing is the use of memos to
separate the perspectives of the researcher from the data being collected. The bracketing
was done by the researcher keeping reflexive memos throughout the data collection and
analysis processes. Bracketing was especially important in this study because, at the time
of this study, the researcher was an ESOL teacher. Creating memos helped to keep the
thoughts, feelings, and experiences of the researcher separate from the data being
collected. Bracketing also helps to alleviate biases when working with data. Taking note
of the biases the researcher brought to the study was critical because of the connection
the researcher had with the experiences the participants and with the data provided by the
participants.
Research Context
This study took place in Central New York State, and the participants came from
school districts within two counties in study location. Pseudonyms “County A” and
“County B” were assigned to the counties to protect the participants and their employers’
confidentiality. In County A, at the time of this study, 11% of people aged 5 years or
older spoke a language other than English at home, and in County B, about 4% of the
families spoke a language other than English (United States Census Bureau, 2021). As of
the 2019–2020 school year in County A, there were approximately 4,269 ELL students
attending the K–12 public schools (NYSED, 2021b). County B had approximately 101
ELL students attending in the K–12 public schools. There were approximately 100 ESOL
teachers in Counties A and B who support the ELL students at the time of this study. The
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two counties were included in this study because of the varying number of ELL students
residing there. Educators from all school districts were eligible to participate except for
the school district that employed the researcher. This decision was made to avoid bias
and preserve the integrity of the data collected.
Research Participants
Then participants who were selected for this study were certified ESOL educators
in Counties A and B, and who had communicated with parents of ELL students in the
current school year. The number of participants, when using descriptive phenomenology,
is usually between five and 10, and there are rarely more than 12 participants. Saturation
is met when the data collected no longer introduces new concepts or ideas to the
interview prompts (Guest et al., 2006). Saturation typically occurs with 12 participants.
This study included six participants because it aimed to appreciate each participant
individually rather than meet saturation.
This study used purposeful sampling to select the participants. Purposeful sample
is when the researcher chooses participants based on the appropriate needs of the study
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In this case, the researcher chose the participants who
satisfy the qualifying criteria, which was set to ensure that the participants had experience
with the phenomenon of interest. In addition, the participants were chosen in the order
that they volunteered.
After approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at St. John Fisher
University was granted, recruitment began. Recruitment was completed in two phases.
The first phase consisted of emailing ESOL teachers from the school districts in the
targeted counties. Most school districts have a directory of staff posted on their school
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district website. A list of email addresses was created by the researcher using the
websites of each school district in the selected counties. The ESOL educators who had
their email addresses posted on the school websites were used to create a list of potential
participants. All ESOL educators on the compiled list were sent an email using the blind
copy feature to maintain the recipients’ confidentially. The email contained background
information about the study and the list of qualifying criteria (Appendix A). The
qualifying criteria required that (a) the participant was a certified ESOL educator, and
(b) the ESOL educator had communicated with parents of their ELLs in the current
school year. If the educators met both criteria, volunteered to participate, and were
willing to sign the informed consent form, they were eligible to participate.
Phase 2 consisted of the researcher sending an email to the qualified volunteers to
schedule their virtual, semi-structured interviewed (Appendix B), and the volunteers
reading and signing the informed consent document. Once the informed consent form
was signed, the researcher scheduled appointments to meet with the ESOL teacher
participants individually. The researcher sent a Zoom meeting link by email to each
participant. Table 3.1 outlines the demographic characteristics of the participants chosen
for the study.
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Table 3.1
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym

Race

Grade
Levels
Serviced

Type of
District

Number
of ELL
Students

Number
of Years
Teaching

Languages
Other than
English Spoken

Native
Languages
of Students

Denise

White

8

Urban

64

11

French, Spanish,
German

18

Karen

White

9–12

Urban

16

2

French, Spanish,
Italian, German

2

Nancy

White

5–7

Suburban

20

14

Spanish

6

Reneé

White

K–4

Urban

14

6

Minimal
Spanish

2

Rosanna

White

K–1

Urban

30

17

None

7

Shelby

White

3

Urban

60

2

None

14

Instruments Used in Data Collection
Interviews are the most common method for data collection in phenomenological
research (Bevan, 2014). Semi-structured interviews consist of the researcher asking openended interview questions while having the ability to guide the conversation accordingly
(Dearnley, 2005). Using semi-structured interviews to collect data allows researchers to
be structured and flexible simultaneously, allowing for additional engagement and
questioning when necessary (Flick, 2014). Utilizing semi-structured interviews allowed
the researcher to get the most data out of each interview (Creswell, 2007).
The interview protocol (Appendix C) consisted of open-ended questions that were
adapted from McDowall and Schaughency (2017) and from the components of ICC
(Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). The prompts asked educators to reflect on their
experiences communicating with ELL families and the challenges and barriers had to
overcome. Appendix C shows the interview questions that were asked for each of the
four dimensions of the ICC.
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The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed the participants to discuss
their experiences and perspectives deeply to support the goals of this descriptive
phenomenological study (Van Manen, 1997). To remain consistent with the
phenomenological approaches in this study, an expert in the field reviewed the interview
questions and gave feedback.
During the semi-structured interviews, a researcher-access-only office was used to
ensure the privacy of the participants. Zoom was used to hold the interviews with the
researcher and the participants. Zoom has the capability to both video record the
interviews and transcribe from the audio recording without difficulty or error. The
interviews were recorded for the purpose of transcribing them into written text. The
interviews lasted approximately 1 hour. During the interviews the researcher took field
notes of body language, emotion, personal bias, and information about responses. Upon
completion of the interviews and transcriptions, the participants were offered a copy of
their interview to ensure verbatim accounts and accuracy (Patton, 1990).
Participants’ Rights
This study was conducted in accordance with the St. John Fisher University IRB
protocols, and the researcher adhered to appropriate ethical guidelines. The participants
were asked to complete the standard informed consent document, created by St. John
Fisher University, if they were willing to participate in the study. The participants had
two options to sign the informed consent form. The first option was to sign it
electronically and return it to the researcher. The second option was to print a copy of the
informed consent, sign the hard copy, and return it electronically to the researcher.
Internal confidentiality was used by using pseudonyms to represent the participants so

51

that no participant could be identified (Tolich, 2004). Specifically, pseudonyms were
typed into the transcripts to ensure confidentiality and privacy of each participant. If the
participants accidently identified themselves during the interview, the transcripts were
edited to remove all identifiers. At the beginning of the Zoom interview, the participants
were reminded of their signed informed consent, rights, and that if it any time they would
like to withdraw from the study, they could do so without penalty.
The participants were also made aware of the storage practices for the data
collected. The video recordings were deleted immediately after each Zoom meeting. The
audio recordings were used during data analysis to help preserve the confidentiality of the
participants. The transcriptions are saved on a password-protected device owned by the
researcher, they are in a password-protected folder, and 3 years after the study’s
publication the saved documents will be destroyed. The passwords for the computer and
the folder containing the files are different. If the participants were still willing to
participate after receiving the preceding information, the interview began. During the
Zoom interviews, the researcher used the questions outlined in Appendix B to guide the
conversations.
Procedures Used for Data Collection
The researcher collected qualitative data from the participants regarding the
specified phenomenon of interest. The qualitative data were collected by semi-structured
interviews, done via Zoom because of the existing COVID-19 restrictions, and an
interview protocol was used to address questions relating to the phenomenon. All
interviews occurred remotely and were conducted one-on-one with the researcher. At the
beginning of the semi-structured interviews, the participants were reminded that their
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participation was voluntary, and they could choose to skip questions or drop out at any
point without repercussions by signing a short informed consent statement. The questions
were organized by the dimensions of the intercultural communication competency theory
dimensions. The interview protocol that was used in the semi-structured interviews to
collect the qualitative data can be found in Appendix B.
Each participant was asked approximately 35 questions during the interview and
follow-up questions were asked as necessary. During the data collection portion, the
researcher practiced bracketing to help separate her own perspective from the
perspectives of the participants (Lopez & Willis, 2004). Bracketing was done by keeping
reflexive memos throughout the data collection and data analysis processes. Taking note
of biases the researcher brought to the study helped to prevent interference with the data
the participants provided.
Procedures Used for Data Analysis
Descriptive phenomenology is a research method that seeks to give voice to
participants’ experience with a common phenomenon (Flick, 2014; Hycner, 1999). The
researcher used the collected evidence to generate a deeper understanding of the
phenomenon. The data collected was analyzed to identify the complex themes that
emerged from the participants’ perspectives. The researcher utilized their understanding
and the participants’ experience of the phenomenon to interpret the data and draw
conclusions.
The researcher used thematic coding to analyze the data collected during the study
(Saldaña, 2016). The verbatim transcriptions of the interviews were analyzed by the
researcher through the following steps. Phase 1 began by the researcher reading the
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transcripts while listening to the audio recordings and reviewing the field notes collected
during the interviews. The purpose of this step is for the researcher to familiarize
themselves with the data. Prior to analyzing the data, the researcher became emersed in
the transcriptions that were collected during the interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Hycner, 1999). This was completed by listening to the interviews and comparing them to
the transcripts (Flick, 2014; Hycner, 1999). This step also served as a way for the
researcher to check for accuracy of the transcriptions. During this step, the researcher
made notes of body language and the similarities and differences that emerged from the
interviews.
During Phase 2, the researcher began to analyze the data (Flick, 2014; Hycner,
1999; Saldaña, 2016). Analyzing the data in this study was completed using the
transcripts of the interviews. During Phase 2, the researcher read through the transcripts
again and identified initial codes. The initial codes were created by the researcher to
represent key pieces of information found in the transcripts. As the researcher read
through the transcripts, codes were identified (Flick, 2014; Hycner, 1999; Rossman &
Rallis, 2012).
The third phase of the data analysis portion was done by identifying common
themes that were derived from the initial codes (Saldaña, 2016). This was done by
looking at the frequency of the themes mentioned by the participants. To complete this
step of the process, the researcher placed the themes from each transcript on individual
sticky notes. The sticky notes were color coded to help the researcher keep track of the
origin of the themes. The sticky notes were then organized by meaning. The themes that
emerged most frequently were used in the next phase of data analysis.
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The fourth phase in the coding process was renaming the most common themes
(Saldaña, 2016). The researcher identified terms that represented the themes identified in
Phase 3. The goal of this phase was to identify a term that encompassed the data that the
theme emerged from.
After identifying the themes of the study, the researcher moved on to Phase 5.
Phase 5 consisted of the researcher organizing the analyzed data into a table (Saldaña,
2016). The table included categories from ICC, the themes identified in Phase 4, and the
data that supports each theme. This table was used as a guide during Phase 6.
The sixth and final phase of the coding process was writing a report that included
the information from the table made during Phase 5 (Saldaña, 2016). During this phase
the researcher interpreted the coded data as the final step in the data analysis process
(Flick, 2014; Hycner, 1999). During this step, the researcher interpreted the codes that
were identified as they related to the research questions (Hycner, 1999). The researcher
completed this effort by identifying what was learned as a result of the data collected.
The research questions were used as a guide for drawing conclusions from the data.
Implicit meanings were derived from what was said and what was implied by the
participants (Finlay, 2014). Identifying new findings was done by comparing the findings
with previously published literature (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher worked
to avoid redundancies during the coding phase (Hycner, 1999). Also identifying potential
weaknesses in this study was an important step in the coding process.
After the data analysis process was complete, the researcher verified the
dependability and the quality of the findings of this research. This was done by
addressing trustworthiness, credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
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(Moser & Korstjens, 2018). Trustworthiness was addressed by having another researcher
review the data analysis. Credibility was addressed by providing short quotations to
support the themes identified in the conclusions (Finlay, 2014; Patton, 1990). The ability
to use the results in similar but different contexts is transferability (Bricki & Green,
2007). Finally, dependability refers to the quality of the process followed and the
consistency of the findings. Ensuring the study had these characteristics shows that the
study had rigor and value.
Summary of the Methodology
This section addresses the methodology that was utilized in this study that
explored the perspectives of the ESOL educator participants and their relationships with
families through the lens of ICC. The researcher conducted this study using descriptive
phenomenology. Having a deeper understanding how educators utilize ICC with families
of ELL students is beneficial for teachers, students, and their families. The following
steps were completed by the researcher upon IRB approval:
1. The researcher recruited and selected participants. The participants who were
included in this study were a purposeful sample of ESOL educators who have
engaged with families of ELLs.
2. Interviews were conducted, allowing participants to share their experiences
and perspectives. The interviews were recorded and transcribed as the data
collection method of this study.
3. The collected data was analyzed to identify emerging themes that are common
within the data.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
To better understand the importance of a strong connection between educators
and families, this study aimed to identify the potential ways the ESOL educator
participants overcame the existing communication barriers and challenges that typically
create a disconnect between ESOL educators and ELL families. Understanding how
ESOL educators can overcome these barriers can lead to improved communication
between parents and teachers. It is beneficial to identify best practices, and this study
provided an opportunity to the ESOL educator participants to use their voice to bring
attention to the needs of the students they served.
A descriptive phenomenological study was used to explore the ways that ESOL
educators overcome barriers as they communicated with the parents of their ELL
students. The nature of descriptive phenomenology allowed for the ESOL educator
participants to reflect on their experiences and share their perspectives in relation to
communicating with the parents of their students.
Research Questions
This chapter presents the findings from this study based on the following
questions:
1. How do ESOL educators identify and overcome barriers to intercultural
communication with ELL families?
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2. How do ESOL educators build relationships through intercultural
communication with ELL families?
Chapter 4 presents the data analysis and findings of this study through categories
and themes for each research question. Chapter 4 concludes with an overall summary of
the research findings.
Data Analysis and Findings
The nature of the research questions required a data collection approach that
allowed the ESOL educator participants to share their lived experiences with the
phenomenon. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data from the participants
from suburban and urban school districts in Central New York State. The data were
collected from six ESOL educators who described their perspectives of communication
and building relationships between ESOL educators and ELL families. The analysis
involved the reading, rereading, noting, and developing of categories and emergent
themes to help describe the context of this phenomenon.
The findings were organized by categories and themes that were related to each
research question and to ICC theory. The interview questions were separated into four
categories: personal attributes, communication skills, psychological adaptation, and
cultural awareness. Table 4.1 outlines the themes identified from each of the categories
which are directly aligned with the constructs of the ICC theory. The eight themes
identified were (a) open-mindedness, (b) transcendental servant leadership,
(c) exchanging information, (d) human connection, (e) resiliency, (f) empathy,
(g) acquiring insider, and (h) applying culturally competent behavior.
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Table 4.1
Summary of Categories and Themes
Category

Theme

Personal attributes

Theme 1.1: Open mindedness
Theme 1.2: Transcendental servant leadership

Communication skills

Theme 2.1: Exchanging information
Theme 2.2: Human connection

Psychological adaptation

Theme 3.1: Resiliency
Theme 3.2: Empathy

Cultural awareness

Theme 4.1: Acquiring insider
Theme 4.2: Applying culturally competent
behavior

Category 1: Personal Attributes
The first category, personal attributes, was used to categorize the interview
questions relating to personality traits, a common component of ICC, and necessary in
building requisite knowledge, skills, and behaviors across cultural differences (Deardorff,
2006). Two themes emerged from this category: open-mindedness and transcendental
servant leadership.
Theme 1.1: Open-Mindedness. Open-mindedness was identified from the
interview questions relating to personal attributes. All the study participants indicated in
some way that they used open-mindedness to help them build relationships with their
students and their families. Specifically, the participants recounted their personal
motivations, emotions, and their own vulnerabilities when discussing how they were
open-minded and made connections with the ELL families.
For example, Nancy felt that being open-minded and being willing to learn about
the cultures of her students and their families was important. She made it clear that being
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open-minded helped build relationships with ELL parents, which showed them that they
were valued. Nancy expressed that it was beneficial for ESOL educators to be openminded to learn more about their students’ families to cultivate and foster a true
connection and relationship. “It’s building a relationship and letting them know that we
value them and their culture, and we openly want them to share it with us.” Nancy
continued to build on this idea of open-mindedness by saying:
Getting to know them, you know, that opens up your own perspective. And then
with that information, you can share it with other people and continue to open
minds. It is about trying to make our school community more welcoming, more
diverse, and more accepting of other cultures.
Rosanna shared similar sentiments expressing, “I think being open has been really
valuable for me because it helps me not assume anything.”
The participants explained that being open to learning more about their students
and their families, whether that be their culture, ways of communicating, etc., made the
families feel more comfortable and more willing to engage, creating strong bonds and
relationships, which is consistent with previous literature regarding the importance of
ELL families and their comfort levels with the school and teachers (Kelty &
Wakabayashi, 2020).
The participants also described what motivated them to be open-minded and learn
more about their students’ and their families. Denise explained that she was motivated to
learn because of her interest in languages and cultures. She stated, “I don’t think anyone
who goes into this field is not fascinated with languages and cultures.” Shelby also
explained that she learned from people in all different roles, “I am always—I mean,
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always—learning something new. Sometimes it is from the kids, sometimes from the
families, sometimes from PD [professional development] or the teachers or people I work
with.” Rosanna also went on to share “One of the things that I have done is I have tried to
do enough professional development or personal reading or different things to learn about
other cultures as much as I can.”
Other participants identified their emotions when recollecting the importance of
being open-minded. “Sometimes I feel excitement because it is really exciting to be able
to interact with those families and learn from them” (Denise). Another way openmindedness helped the participants build relationships and overcome challenges was by
being vulnerable. Some of the participants discussed that it was a best practice to also, as
the educator, share more about themselves to help foster those relationships and have a
common ground of understanding between the teacher and parents. For example,
Rosanna stated, “When I share something, I think they are more comfortable sharing
things with me.” She went on to explain, “Sometimes I talk about my own kids because it
makes a connection with them as parents.” Similarly, Reneé mentioned how she used the
same strategy to learn about her students’ families. “When you share something about
yourself, I find people are more willing to share about themselves.”
Like Denise and Reneé, Karen discussed her strategies in remaining open-minded
through how she handled situations she had never been through before. She explained,
“You just have to throw yourself into it, because you’re going to try and maybe nobody
else will.”
These participants expressed a personal attribute of open-mindedness in building
requisite knowledge, skills, and behaviors when working with families of ELLs. The
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participants identified their personal motivations, emotions, and their own vulnerabilities
when discussing how open-mindedness provides an important foundation in creating and
sustaining relationships between ESOL educators and ELL families. Being open-minded
as an ESOL educator provides an opportunity for intellectual humility and can support
academic gains and positive social integration for ELLs.
Theme 1.2: Transcendental Servant Leadership. Transcendental servant
leadership was identified from the interview questions relating to personal attributes. The
participants detailed their own perspectives on how they served students and families.
Transcendental servant leadership is purpose centered, internally driven, other focused,
and externally open. This type of leadership transcends one’s own self-interest to serve
others (McClellan, 2009; Quinn, 2004).
The participants reflected on how committed they were to supporting their
students and their families. For example, Nancy reflected on doing home visits to learn
more about her students and families, and to offer support.
It gives me so much credit in the bank, not just with the family but with the
student, too. There is something very special about knowing my teacher cares
enough about me that they have been to my house and has seen all my teddy bear
collections. It transcends the typical relationship. It is more like we are partners
on this journey of trying to get you as strong as possible in English, so that you
can be successful and make all your dreams come true as a successful adult.
She explained how the COVID-19 pandemic did not stop her from doing home visits.
“Home visits, even in the time of the pandemic, you know, we did them safely, we would
social distance with masks or meet on the porch.” She explained how passionate she felt
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about supporting her students and their families as a person and not just as an academic.
“To me, being an ESL teacher is much more of a ministry or a calling than it is, you
know, a subject area. I think it is maybe 50% social work and 50% academic, truly.”
Karen showed similar emotions when she explained, “I feel devoted to them. I feel
responsible for them.” Nancy agreed by saying:
It is just the right thing to do. If you can bridge their assimilation into the
community and into the school and into the American way of life, you have
helped them. You know, it is part of what we signed up for when we said we
wanted to be ENL teachers. If you are going to do it, you’ve got to do it well and
you have to do it with sincerity.
Denise explained that she liked to show the families she was committed to them
by helping to advocate for their child. She explained, “It is important that the families
know that you’re going to include them in decision-making and that you are going to
advocate for their child.”
Supporting the families of the children they taught is a key component of being a
transcendental servant leader, many participants reflected upon the families they served
and the various areas of support they may have needed. Denise reflected on certain
situations that were difficult for the families to manage. For example, when it came to
paperwork, Denise stated,
The families need a lot of support when you get into paperwork and processes and
procedures. I feel it is important that they know they have someone on their side
that is going to advocate for them and their child. It just really makes a big
difference.

63

Rosanna agreed by explaining that the students and their families needed support with
logistics, especially when there was a new family. She explained:
When I have a new student, I will go to their house, and I will show them where
to stand for the bus and that kind of thing. I will bring them some school supplies,
and then I will wait for them outside on their first day to show them around the
school. I try to work with the families a lot at the beginning to kind of set a
routine and make sure they are all set.
In addition, Rosanna described how she supported families when they went through a
transition:
If there is a big change, like, if a family moves or something like that, I go out of
my way to make sure we have their information changed in the computer and we
can get them new transportation information.
Rosanna also reflected on a time where supporting the whole family was necessary
during the pandemic. She explained how that helped her build a relationship with that
family:
I went there to give my student a computer and show the student I have how to
sign in for our meetings. I didn’t know this at the time, but the whole family was
struggling to get on their devices. I showed my student how to do and then the
rest of them came out with their computers, and I showed them, too. By the time I
left, the whole family was ready to get on for their classes. I have a great
relationship with that family now because they know I will support all of them if
they need help.
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Nancy had a similar perspective when she explained “Even if it is outside the scope of the
student I have, like, if an older sibling needs help filling out a FAFSA [Free Application
for Federal Student Aid form] or getting a driver’s license.” Karen explained how she
tried to help the family move forward, even when she had to address a problem. She
explained, “If I have to offer something negative, I always try to offer a solution to go
with it. That seems to help us get where we need to be.”
The participants shared personal perspectives regarding how this type of support,
which goes beyond the classroom, affects them. Karen described positive feelings
associated with her interactions “When it goes well, I feel like I have made a difference.
Like, I have volunteered and given up time to help them, and it was worth it because it
moved us forward.”
In contrast, Rosanna reflected on how being a servant leader can be difficult to
manage. She explained how being a servant leader can be emotionally taxing:
It is definitely an experience that you have to prepare yourself for. If you are
going to be open and you’re really going to learn about these families, sometimes
what you learn is painful to learn about someone. It can be exhausting.
Shelby felt the same way as Rosanna. She reflected on how she stayed motivated during
challenging times of supporting students and families:
There are some very difficult days in this job. Sometimes I go home, and I am so
exhausted physically, emotionally, and mentally, but then I just always try to
remember why I am doing it and who I am doing it for.
She explained how she managed when something did not go the way she wanted:
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Even when I have a negative experience with a parent, I try to reflect back and
think, “I really care about their kids, so I am going to do whatever I have to do for
them, even if they are not being responsive to that right now.” I hope that when
they see their students improving, they will respond better next time.
Each of the participants’ personal experiences outlined how they had gone above and
beyond to support their students and their families. During the interviews, they explained
how committed they felt to the students they served, along with various ways they
transcended a typical ESOL role to serve their students and their families. This type of
personal attribute helped the students and their families’ overcome challenges and
barriers that were presented because they had an advocate who could step in and help
support them through navigating a new country, a new language, a new school, and, most
often, a whole new world.
Category 2: Communication Skills
The second category, communication skills, was used to categorize the interview
questions relating to the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in various
cultural contexts, which is an essential component in the ICC theory. Two themes
emerged from this category: exchanging information and human connection.
Theme 2.1: Exchanging Information. This section examines Theme 2.1:
exchanging information, identified from the interview questions relating to
communication skills. During the interviews, the participants explained that
communicating with parents was a necessary part of their job, and the literature
commonly depicts teacher–parent communication in the areas of academics or student
behavior. However, the participants indicated how they served families beyond the scope
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of just academics and student behaviors. They detailed how they used communication in
a variety of ways outside the normal scope of academia.
Another way the ESOL educators exchanged information was by being accessible
to the parents. The participants described how giving families their personal cell phone
number made communication easier, which led to the educators gaining insider
perspectives. For example, Reneé expressed how she decided to share her cell phone
number and how it impacted her and her students:
I was taught never to share my personal phone number with my students or their
families—all through my teaching program. Then one day there was an urgent
matter, and I sent a text to a family using my own phone number. I was willing to
break the rules, and I am so happy I did because it helped get the problem solved.
Now I give my cell phone number to all my parents and they have never abused
it. I think it makes them see that I am committed to them and that I am truly here
to help.
She conveyed that it led to parents being comfortable reaching out to her. She explained
that she enjoyed when that happened because she felt it showed that they want her to be
involved. “A parent reaching out to share a celebration with you, like their child just
learned to swim. That is when you know you’ve made a personal connection.” Another
participant explained how using her own cell phone had been beneficial to her as well.
Karen shared that she was hesitant at first, but with her understanding of the families’
situations, she explained it makes sense:
At first, I was very hesitant to give out my personal phone number, but when you
work with ELLs, you realize you’re there to help them, so it’s not a huge deal to
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me anymore. It is really what they use most to connect with me when they need
something, so I am happy that works in our favor. Their hours are very different
than mine so they cannot always call the school and get in touch with someone
during school hours.
Rosanna described her perspective, which was similar to Karen’s:
I think another thing has been being open to them contacting me. Like, I give out
my personal cell number, and I tell them if they have a problem, to call me. Also,
I try being available after their kids leave me so they have someone to turn to if
they need help.
Rosanna explained that although it was not always convenient for her as a teacher, she
tried to stay focused on the positive part of being contacted:
Sometimes I get a text at 7 in the morning, before I am even out of bed, telling me
somebody is sick, and they’re not going to be in school. While it is a little bit of a
pain in the neck sometimes, I feel, for the most part, those families trust me, and
they know I am doing something helpful to them.
Nancy shared her experiences on some of the reasons she needed to commonly
contact ELL families. “I contact home to clarify anything from a fundraiser to intramural
activities to busing or academics. I’d say 80% of what I am calling home about is more
social or social/emotional than academic.” She also stated, “I am one contact that they
can get information from as well as relay information to, then I can dole it out to whoever
needs to know it.” Karen had similar motivations for contacting families, as she described
her approach:
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I attempt to inform families of all the events we have at school to the best of my
ability. That includes freshman orientation, open house, conferences, and
meetings. I have also assisted with coordinating vaccines and boosters for families
and organizing the drop offs of technology during the pandemic.
Later she explained that families contacted her for a variety of reasons as well. For
example, she said, “A mother reached out to me, asking about information about English
classes for herself.” Shelby recalled similar experiences:
My parents contact me when they didn’t understand something someone else in
the school said. I try to speak to my families as colloquially as I can. I use
common vocabulary that they are used to and that they will understand a little bit
better.
The participants also discussed how they could exchange information when they
did not speak the same language as the person they were trying to communicate with. For
example, although most of the participants spoke an additional language beyond English,
they did not always speak the language of the families they served. Denise explained how
being bilingual helps—even when she does not speak the same language as a family:
I am very expressive, and I think it is hard to be an effective teacher of ELLs if
you don’t speak with your entire body, speak with your entire face, and use
inflection in a way that really lets people know what you’re talking about.
She said that being bilingual had helped her with her English abilities. She explained that,
“Being bilingual really allows me to figure out how to simplify my language for families
to understand.”
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The participants also utilized home visits as a way to exchange communication
with parents. Nancy reflected on her approach to home visits:
We do home visits at least once a year. When a family is new to the district, we
try to explain the expectations as much as we can. We try to make it a two-way
conversation as much as possible. Then we will follow up with a phone call and
check in to see how things are going.
The exchange of information is a crucial component in building and sustaining
relationships not only with ELL students but with the ELL families. The participants
indicated several best practices regarding how and what they communicated about with
their ELL families, utilizing social skills, messaging skills, and flexibility in the ways in
which they communicated as ESOL teachers. Many research studies have found that
having a language barrier is the most challenging hurdle to communication with parents
of ELLs (Vera et al., 2012), so strategies, such as being expressive and speaking with
your entire body, are strategies to help with understanding and making a connection.
Theme 2.2: Human Connection. Human connection was identified from the
interview questions relating to communication skills. The participants expressed how
they not only exchanged information but how they went beyond the mere act of
communicating but creating a deeper human connection during their encounters. The
human connection participants described transcending the typical teacher-parent
relationship. For example, Karen explained, “I try to treat everyone in the world with
dignity and respect. I try to be super polite and focus on the positive whether they speak
English or any other language.” She reflected on how that flourishes into a deeper
connection by saying:
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This is going to make me cry. I feel very responsible for them. For example, if I
get up in the morning and I realize we have a snow day, I feel terrible. My worst
fear is that they’re not going to know that they have a snow day or a delay. My
biggest fear is they’re not going to show up for school when they’re supposed to
or they are going to show up to school when they don’t have school. I try to send
them a message, but it isn’t always as easy as you would think.
The depth of the connection she had with her students was evident to the researcher as the
reflexive memo taken at the time of this data collection was “this question was difficult
for her to answer” because she was “trying to suppress tears.” Rosanna had similar
sentiments as seen when she mentioned:
I’ve just cried over some of these families, you know, I just cannot believe what
they go through and what goes on in their lives. They tell me things parent to
parent sometimes, and I like that because it helps me see their kids in a different
way.
Rosana continued by explaining the impact it had on her as a person by explaining, “It is
not only good for the families and the kids, I think it make you a better person.”
The participants also explained a phenomenon depicting the effort put forth by the
parents to build a deeper connection. For example, Nancy said, “I have gotten calls to say
thank you for different things that we do to support them, and I was even invited to eat
once.” These experiences solidified the importance of communication in the bridge of
school to home, and how this type of communication goes beyond just creating an
inclusive environment for students in the classroom. Similarly, Rosanna was invited to an
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important milestone for a family due to the communication and human connection that
she established. She stated:
I went to one woman’s swearing in when she became a citizen of the United
States. I couldn’t believe she invited me, but she did, and I went. It was a
beautiful day. It was just one of those connections that you make with people as
you learn about their lives. She felt I had helped her get to that milestone, and I
was so honored. It is not all about school; sometimes it’s about life.
These connections with ELL families had a direct linkage to the student and their
performance and behavior in the classroom. For example, Shelby saw and felt a
noticeable difference in her students’ behaviors and academic performance because of the
consistency in communication and the relationships that were built to help bridge their
school to their homes:
The kids are just happier when their teacher and their parents are on the same
page. The kids are more responsive to me because they know I have a relationship
with their family, and if we need to work on something, we are all going to work
on it together. I see results so much faster. It is nice to have families that care
about what is going on in their kid’s lives. I see a lot of reinforcement happening
at home, and it is exciting to see because the kids do much better when we are
working together.
Seeing the positive outcomes of having a human connection reinforces the importance
and how it can positively impact and close the equity gaps that is seen in ELL students’
performance.
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I love getting to talk to the families. A lot of times, I am just giving them an
update on their kids, but what makes me love it is you can tell how much they
appreciate it. I really feel like a member of their team. (Shelby)
Karen also felt that nurturing a positive relationship through communication and human
connection is extremely beneficial and productive. She said, “Building the relationship is
a huge thing, building trust and making them feel welcome. They might not get that from
anyone else.”
The participants explained that the connection they made lasted after they had
finished teaching the ELL children. For example, Nancy explained, “I have kept in touch
with families and helped to support them even years after their child has left my care.”
Cultivating human connections and exchanging information are communication
skills that help build relationships and overcome barriers between educators and families
of ELL students. The school-family partnership is reciprocal, just as schools have
important information they want to communicate to families, families have important
information and questions they want to communicate to schools. However, this type of
valuable partnership is not always built overnight and takes time to build through openmindedness, transcendental servant leadership, exchanging of information, and fostering
a human connection.
Category 3: Psychological Adaptation
The third category, psychological adaptation, was used to categorize the interview
questions relating to one’s ability to deal with situations that are challenging or create
barriers. Psychological adaptation is a construct in the ICC theory. Two themes emerged
from this category: resiliency and empathy.
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Theme 3.1: Resiliency. Resiliency was identified from the interview questions
relating to psychological adaptation. The families of ELL students are often faced with
circumstances that are different from their children’s peers. Those circumstances can
often lead to challenging situations for school personnel.
One challenge that affected several of the participants is the inability to get in
touch with a member of a student’s family. For example, Shelby explained that having
accurate contact information was a challenge she faced regularly. “Families don’t always
have a consistent cell phone number. Either they change it, or their plan runs out and they
have to get a new one. Having an updated phone number to call or text is a nightmare.”
Another reason for difficulty to getting in touch with the families was explained by
Reneé:
Getting in touch with the families can be difficult. If we are calling from the
school phone, they are not sure who will be on the other end of the line. In other
words, if the family thinks someone is calling that they won’t be able to
understand, it is unlikely that they will answer the phone.
Both Shelby and Reneé reflect on some of the challenges associated with
communicating and getting in contact with families of their ELL students. Shelby
discussed how she was able to overcome such barriers:
The language barrier is something I can overcome but if I don’t have a phone
number to use to contact them, that is something that is hard to resolve. I am
someone that doesn’t give up, so if I have to go to your house to get you to talk to
me or to get you to understand that I need something to support your child, I will.
I speak with our family engagement officer, and they will either conduct a home
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visit or we will go on one together. Or I will meet the parent at pick-up or when
they drop the kids off. I’ll stand by the door and stop the parent and say, hey I
need a new phone number; I need some way to contact you. I am very nice about
it, and I try to make them understand that I am doing it to benefit their child.
Shelby explained that resiliency and persistence helped her to get what her students
needed. It was also helpful as she tried to solve problems:
I have an outgoing personality, so that is going for connecting with people. At the
same time, I can be really tough if I need to be. Like, for example, if their kid is
not getting what they need, I will do whatever it takes to get them what they need.
That is something I take so seriously because the kids need someone to advocate
for them even if the parent can’t or won’t.
She explained that her effort was worthwhile because she could see a noticeable
difference in the performance of the students when there was communication with
families. She explained:
The families that don’t respond or rarely respond to me, those are the kids that I
see don’t have assignments in or aren’t doing their reading at home and are not at
the same level of engagement as my kids that come from families with strong
communication.
Nancy talked about similar experiences and reflected on the importance of not
giving up. She advised, “Don’t stop making the effort, perhaps because you aren’t getting
the response you want. Be persistent and try to incorporate them somehow, some way.
Don’t be afraid to reach out more than once.”
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Another challenge that ESOL teachers must work through is language barriers.
Nancy, Reneé, Shelby, and Denise all described events and experiences where the
language barrier required resiliency to get through a situation. Nancy started by saying
“With a really low-incidence language, we will try to go through the whole contact list
just trying to find someone who can help us translate.” She explained that she did not
give up even if she was not able to find a translator:
If it is a low-incidence language and we can’t find someone to help translate, I try
to keep the sentences short and get creative checking for comprehension. A lot of
times they will “yes” you to death because they think they should agree. so it can
be hard to tell if they are really understanding or not. The majority of the
languages my families speak, I don’t speak. Having the skills to communicate
with people when you don’t know their language can be tough. You can’t give up
until you make it happen.
Shelby reflected on a similar experience. She explained that she used the experience to
help her prepare for future meetings with the parent. She said:
A parent showed up for a meeting 3 days early. We spent about 20 minutes with
her cell phone trying to find someone that she knows that could speak her
language and English because we didn’t have a translator. It was not easy, but at
least I learned we needed a translator for the day of the actual meeting, otherwise
the meeting would have been pointless.
Reneé had a different approach to a similar situation. One aspect that made her situation
different is that she was in the process of learning the language that the parents spoke.
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She did her best to use her language skills to get through conversations when she could.
She explained:
We both know we are going to be okay. We know we are both going to fumble to
find the right words sometimes but there is nothing wrong with that. The parents
have watched me struggle for so many years but still keep trying.
Denise brought up a practice that she did not like to employ, but in certain situations it
did help to mitigate the language barrier. She explained that when no other option would
work, she relied on her students to help communicate.
The unfortunate reality is that we do put a lot of responsibility on our students,
like, they start learning language, they have very low academic language, but they
have their basic interpersonal communication skills, and I think we do put a lot on
our kids, a lot of our students, to translate.
She said that sometimes it was difficult to rely on students because “Sometimes I wonder
if the student is actually saying what I want them to say.”
In addition to dealing with the language barrier, at times ESOL educators have to
deal with conversations that are difficult to have with parents. One thing that helped
Denise was being as prepared as possible for difficult conversations. She stated:
When it is going to be a difficult conversation, I try to be as prepared as I possibly
can be. Through my failures, I have found things that work that are able to help
me prepare and be less afraid of those barriers and challenges.
She explained that reflecting on what did and did not work in the past helped her to
become better at dealing with challenges:
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I have developed my skills through experience, being able to learn from failing,
and the challenges that I face as a teacher has helped me prepare for better
communication and becoming a better advocate for my students and their
families.
Denise explained that if it was a serious topic, she did not rely on the students to
interpret. She mentioned:
They [students] do a good job, but I feel like we have the most success when
we’re able to have a professional adult who can translate for us. Having access to
the nationality workers and Language Line are invaluable. I don't think that we
would have as much success as we do have without those resources. Sometimes I
feel anxiety wondering if I’m going to be able to do justice with the type of
interpretation, I always feel more comfortable, if I have language line or, like, a
live translator.
Reneé would have agreed with Denise because she also felt that having an interpreter
relieved some of the pressure that came with having difficult conversations. She added
that being face to face was better when dealing with a fragile topic:
You have to put your students first, even if it means having a difficult
conversation. If I feel like it’s a conversation that has to happen face to face, then
it has to happen. And if I feel that it is important that everyone at the table
understands every word being communicated then having an interpreter there, I
find, helps take some of the stress away.
Resiliency was a prominent theme that emerged from many of the barriers and challenges
recounted by the participants. The participants discussed how overcoming language
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barriers and getting in contact with hard-to-reach families by being resilient and
innovative was essential in supporting their students and their students’ academic
performance.
Theme 3.2: Empathy. Empathy was identified from the interview questions
relating to psychological adaptation. All the participants expressed how they used
empathy to keep things in perspective, stay motivated, and to address challenges and
barriers in appropriate ways. Understanding what their ELLs’ families dealt with was
critical to building relationships and overcoming challenges. For example, Karen used
what she knew about the students’ families to help her focus on what was important.
We have families that are just struggling to make it. It makes you think about
what is really important in life. Especially the moms who are here by themselves,
working all the time and taking care of their children while not speaking the
language. I feel like I am a key person to help them.
Karen explained how she applied empathy when a family did not respond to her quickly:
Sometimes a parent won’t respond for days, or they will respond really late at
night. I just try to remember they work a lot, like, really long hours and
sometimes in an environment where they cannot access their phone all the time,
so I imagine it is difficult for them to keep up.
Nancy used empathy as motivation to stay connected. She tried to use empathy to
understand the importance of working with other people’s children. She said, “If I am a
parent, there is nothing more important to me than my child.” She continued very
eloquently with, “Just try to do everything that you can to keep those lines of
communication open. Even if they’re not convenient for you, it is just because sometimes
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the parents won’t have anybody else but you.” Rosanna also talked about how she would
feel if she was going through something like the parents of her students. She explained:
I cannot imagine if you plopped me down in the middle of Poland or China or
anywhere and I had to navigate all of the language stuff and all the cultural stuff. I
cannot imagine how I would deal with that. I would struggle as a mom, and I
would feel like I don’t have control of what is going on with my kids. So, when I
see that look of relief on their faces, I love that because then I feel like they trust
me and that is when I can really help them the way they need it.
Nancy also considered how her parents felt and used it as motivation to help her students:
I think of how lonely and challenging and how hard it is to come to a new
country, oftentimes not under the best of circumstances, possibly not speaking the
language, possibly not knowing what you are going to do for money in a month
when what you have saved up has run out. I just can’t even imagine the bravery
that has to go with that, so if I can help in any way, even if it is just taking care of
the kids when they are in school, then it is my duty to do that.
The participants continued to explore the phenomenon of empathy by stating,
“When you think you are going through a difficult time, put yourself in the other person’s
shoes. You realize that it could always be worse, and you could always do something to
make it better” (Karen). Rosanna also mentioned something similar. She explained that
when she addressed parents, she tried to do it in a way that was not intimidating or
aggressive. She said, “I try to put myself in their mindset and think about what things
would look like if I was them. For example, I try not to be scary or aggressive in my
approach.” Similar to Karen’s statements, Reneé stated:
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I put myself in their shoes. I know I always get jittery before a parent-teacher
conference, and I am thinking am I going to have all the words I need to translate
this meeting? I know the person who also doesn’t have proficiency in English is
feeling the same way. I find that my parents are more willing to send a text
message, it seems like they feel texting is a safe space because they can process
what I said and respond when they are ready. When I call, they are on the spot,
and it is sometimes difficult for them to ask for help. I think everyone feels the
most comfortable with written language right now as we build relationships and
as I build my [Spanish] language ability and while they build theirs [English]. I
think it will get easier.
Both themes of resilience and empathy helped the ESOL teacher participants to
overcome barriers and challenges that arose as they connected with the families of their
ELL students. Thinking beyond the classroom and more about diversity of family
structures, cultural norms, and family engagement are all areas in which challenges and
barriers occur, and utilizing characteristics such as resiliency and empathy and being
innovative in one’s approaches to advocate for ELL families can be effective tools.
Category 4: Cultural Awareness
Cultural awareness was used to categorize the interview questions relating to the
ESOL educator participants’ cultural competence, the ability to understand, appreciate,
and interact with people from cultures and belief systems that are different from their
own. Cultural awareness is at the core of ICC theory and presents itself as a construct of
the theory. Two themes emerged from this category: acquiring an insider perspective and
applying culturally competent behavior.
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Theme 4.1: Acquiring Insider Perspective. Acquiring insider perspective was
identified from the interview questions relating to cultural awareness. The participants
provided insight on how they experienced cultural awareness regarding their work with
ELL families. Several participants explained how conducting their own research was
helpful in understanding the culture of their students. For example, Nancy explained:
There is a site called Culture Gram. It will give you some general information
about different cultures. They update it fairly often and you can learn things like
the syntax of the language, the political climate of their country, and different
social norms and expectations. Finally, I listen to the families, because some of
the families have told me some really powerful stories. Some of them are funny,
some of them have been hilarious, but some have been really, really intense and
made me cry.
Rosanna had a similar approach but used different resources. She said,
I try to get information on the countries or on the families if I get a new kid that is
from somewhere I haven’t had before. I try to look it up online . . . like what this
family has probably gone through. I also ask our nationality workers who are
employed by the district that might be from that culture or have experience with
that culture or the family.
Nancy explained how conducting home visits helped her to build a relationship with her
families. She stated:
It feels like when I go on my second and third home visit in a year, that I am
greeted as part of the family. The first time, everyone is on their best behavior
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because the teacher is there. but as the relationship builds, you become part of the
family, and everyone becomes more comfortable.
I have been invited to eat, and that was something that was so special
because that is a rarity. I went and I learned so much, just about the roles of the
family members and how they interact. It explains a lot of what you see in the
classroom that I wouldn’t have known otherwise.
Reneé articulated how having the same students or working with the same
families for more than 1 year had been beneficial. “Parents get a consistent relationship
with me; it is not a changing face every year. Longevity is on my team.” Nancy agreed by
explaining that working with the same families for multiple years is helpful. She
explained in her own words, “As an ENL teacher, you tend to get the siblings, if not the
next year, years later.” She went on to explain that the family becomes comfortable with
having her support them in a variety of ways. She said,, “They will share things with me
that are relevant and that they know I can help with.”
Reneé also tried to spend time in the community where she teaches, since she is
not a resident. She explained the efforts she made. “I have lived outside of where I teach,
but I make an effort to visit where I teach, so I think those things have helped me
understand my students and families on a deeper level.”
Nancy felt it was better to clarify any misconceptions an educator has, to avoid
making cultural mistakes. She explained her approach:
I say, you know, here’s this stereotype that I’ve heard over the years, how does
that mesh with how your family lives? You have to have the confidence to ask,
because if you don’t. you could be operating on assumptions.
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Shelby explained that she utilized her students as a source of valuable
information:
I spend a lot of time talking with the kids and asking them questions. I think it is
important to give them opportunities to share and to show them that I want to
learn from them. I never turn down a student when they want to talk about
something exciting that is happening in their culture or in their community.
Denise shared a similar approach to learning about cultures. She also found time to allow
students to express themselves. She shared how she incorporated it into her instructional
routine by saying, “Throughout the year, I try to incorporate opportunities for students to
share their cultures and their background. For example, I do individual student
interviews, and I take notes to refer back to throughout the year.”
Several participants felt that the students responded better when their teachers
were aware of their culture and tried to learn about their lives. Shelby explained how
acquiring culturally relevant knowledge was beneficial to her students. She explained, “I
let them speak their native language; they teach me stuff and I teach them stuff. We really
work together just because they know I actually care, and I will listen to them.” Later,
Denise went into more detail by saying:
I want to know about how they dress, how they eat, if they need to pray at school,
all those little things make a big difference. If I know more about the kids, I can
accommodate them better when I am with them.
Reneé also saw the connection between home and school as beneficial when it
came to managing students in the classroom. She explained, “When my students know
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that I have contact with home, they do not mess around because they know their adult at
home is not going to allow that.”
Rosanna agreed that learning little cultural things made a big difference when
working with the students and the families: “I think, sometimes, learning those little
cultural things make kids feel more comfortable, and then they tell me more about what is
going on with their family. It just makes for a better connection.”
Learning about the cultures of their students and their families was an important
step in understanding and appreciating them. Having knowledge about culture, holidays,
food, dress, and family dynamics was an important insider perspective that helped the
ESOL educator participants to be culturally competent and act in a responsive manner
that supported the students’ success both inside and outside of the classroom.
Theme 4.2: Applying Culturally Competent Behavior. Applying culturally
competent behavior was identified from the interview questions relating to cultural
awareness. The participants provided insight on how they practiced culturally competent
behavior regarding their work with ELL families.
Denise explained that bridging home and school made a difference to the
students. “When we start bridging home and school, I find that it really shows kids that
you care about them and their family and their culture.” Nancy had a similar perspective:
“When they know that the home and the school is in pretty constant contact, you know
there is not a lot of places to hide.” She continued to explain how the administration in
her district had started to adopt culturally competent behaviors:
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We have a new director who has made it very clear that he considers the lack of
information being shared with our parents in a language they can understand to be
a question, not just of political or legal, but also equity.
Shelby had several examples of how she adjusted her teaching based on her
student’s needs. She put forth a lot of effort to understand her students’ cultures and be
empathetic. “I’m one of those people that has done a lot of work to make sure I am being
responsive to their cultures. I try to be conscientious of what they’re going through.”
For example, Shelby talked about how she combined empathy with applying culturally
competent behavior when students acted out:
It is so nice to know what is going on with my kids. I think a lot of times teachers
will be tougher on kids for acting out or if they are struggling because they
assume they are not trying or they are choosing to stay up late, so they are tired. If
you have constant communication with the families, we know what is actually
going on.
Shelby continued by explaining another example of how being culturally competent
helped her problem solve:
When the parents trust me enough to tell me what is going on, it is easier to help
them. For example, I had siblings miss a day of school. When I contacted their
family, their mom explained their apartment was broken into and a lot of stuff
was stolen from them. We helped them to replace some of the items that were
stolen and bought them a new lock for their door. The next day the kids were back
in school, and they were so appreciative.
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Another way Shelby uses culturally competent behavior was by explaining that she used
her knowledge of the student’s culture to notify other professionals of the student’s
needs:
I make sure there is leniency with students when it comes to cultural pieces. For
example, right now our Muslim students are observing Ramadan so they fast from
sunup to sundown. I make sure there are places they can go to pray throughout the
day, I notify the teachers that the students might be tired or that they might want
to avoid the cafeteria, and I notify the office that the students will not be in school
on the day of Eid because it is an important day for them.
Karen also addressed her students’ needs during religious holidays:
Ramadan is coming up so that is going to be tough for them to come to school. I
think it is important to know about their religious beliefs and dietary restrictions. I
am always aware of their needs, and I try to help them manage their needs while
at school.
A culturally competent behavior that Reneé utilized was using resources and asking for
help:
Asking for help is so important. When I feel stressed about a conversation, maybe
I think it is going to be hard conversation, I am more nervous about it. I try to
have someone else with me. Also, if it is going to be difficult, I prefer it be face to
face so I can really make sure everyone understands every word that is being
communicated. Sometimes I find having an interpreter there helps take the stress
away.
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Rosanna explained that there were times that she took on a nontraditional teacher role if
that is what the families needed “I don’t think I am the best teacher ever, but I feel like I
am a pretty good social worker and sometimes that is what they need even more than the
academic piece.”
The literature suggests that applying culturally competent behavior is an integral
component in being an effective educator because educators have acquired the
knowledge and dispositions necessary to relate to students and families from other
cultures and to open minds to different worldviews and learning styles (Diller & Moule,
2005). The participants identified how cultural competence is needed beyond the
classroom, and how they were able to bridge the gap from school to home for the success
of ELL students. Culturally competent behaviors are useful in overcoming challenges and
building relationships with the families of ELL students.
Summary of Results
The purpose of this study was to better understand the various ways the ESOL
educator participants overcome communication barriers they experienced when
communicating with the families of ELL students. Additionally, it explored the ways the
participants built relationships with the families of ELL students. This was done by
asking the participants questions about the four categories of intercultural communication
competence. The categories include personal attributes, communication skills,
psychological adaptation, and cultural awareness. The questions about each category
were used to understand the ESOL educators’ use of intercultural communication
competence in bridging the gap between school and home for their students. All of the
participants utilized all four categories to help overcome barriers and build relationships
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with families. The participants all agreed that communication with the parents of their
students was critical to supporting their students as effectively as possible.
The results from the study yielded eight themes: open-mindedness, transcendental
servant leadership, exchanging information, human connection, resiliency, empathy,
acquiring insider perspective, and applying culturally competent behaviors. Themes of
open-mindedness and transcendental servant leadership are directly related to the
personal attributes dimension of ICC that consists of the self-disclosure construct that
describes being open to others. For example, one would be willing to learn about the
customs and norms of a different culture. Participants identified themes of exchanging
information and human connection are directly related to the dimension of
communication skills from the ICC theory that consists of the constructs message skills
and social skills. These skills identify producing and understanding information along
with the verbal and non-verbal practices used to communicate with others, such body
language, facial expressions, speech, and gestures. Emergent themes of resiliency and
empathy are both aligned with the ICC dimension of psychological adaptation which is
aligned with the constructs of frustration and stress detailing situations that are
challenging and concerning. Acquiring insider perspective and applying culturally
competent behavior are themes directly linked to the cultural awareness dimension of
ICC and the constructs social norms, customs, and systems. These constructs detail
understanding practices of norms, attitudes, beliefs, specific to culture. Participants
identified several best practices to overcome communication barriers with families of
ELLs such as relaying personal phone numbers for direct contact with families,
personalized home visits to create comfortability and get to know families through human
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connection. Other strategies such as professional development opportunities and gaining
insight into culture and tools for family engagement were among the discussions.
Chapter 5 of this study provides the implications of the findings and it discusses
future recommendations for research, along with identifying the best practices for future
ESOL educators.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
Research has shown that communication between home and school is an
important part of ELL student success. The existing literature suggests that when there
are barriers that prevent effective communication between school and home, students
suffer (Kannan et al., 2018; Kosny et al., 2014; Shiffman, 2019). In addition, families of
ELL students encounter challenges more than their average native English-speaking
peers. Thus, making communication and having cultural competence is an important
strategy for educators in fostering student success with both parents and students from
different cultures and backgrounds. The purpose of this study was to identify the potential
ways ESOL educators overcome existing communication barriers and challenges that
typically create a disconnect between ESOL educators and ELL families. In addition, this
study discusses how ESOL educators build relationships with the families of their
students. ICC theory was used as a framework to understand best practices in bridging
this gap between school and home. The goal was to provide ESOL educators with
tangible best practices that can be implemented to increase ELL students’ academic
success rates. By sharing strategies and tools used by ESOL educators who have been
successful in connecting with ELL families and helping overcome communication
barriers, educators can potentially help to close the student achievement gaps of ELL
students.
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ICC theory guided the following research for this study from the perspectives of
the ESOL educator participants who were teaching in Central New York State:
1. How do ESOL educators identify and overcome barriers to intercultural
communication with ELL families?
2. How do ESOL educators create relationships with families of ELLs?
Chapter 5 provides an overview of the research findings and implications. Chapter
5 details the limitations of this study and provides recommendations for future research
and practice.
Implications of Findings
The results from this study yielded eight themes: open-mindedness,
transcendental servant leadership, exchanging information, human connection, resiliency,
empathy, acquiring insider perspective, and applying culturally competent behaviors.
These themes provided the framework for answering the research questions.
Research Questions
The interview questions explored and provided data for the two different research
questions for this study. Table 5.1 outlines the connections between the research
questions, themes, and ICC theory.
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Table 5.1
Connections Between the Research Questions, Themes, and ICC Theory
Research Question

Theme
Open mindedness

How do ESOL educators
identify and overcome
barriers to intercultural
communication with ELL
families?

Exchanging
information
Resiliency

Acquiring insider

How do ESOL educators
build relationships through
intercultural communication
with ELL families?

Theory Dimension
Self-disclosure
Social relaxation
Message skills
Interaction management
Frustration
Ambiguity
Stress
Alienation
Social values
Social customs
Social norms
Social systems

Transcendental
servant leadership

Self-concept
Self-awareness

Human
connection

Social skills
Flexibility
Frustration
Ambiguity
Stress
Alienation
Social values
Social customs
Social norms
Social systems

Empathy
Applying
culturally
responsive
behavior

Research Question 1. How do ESOL educators identify and overcome barriers to
intercultural communication with ELL families?
The interview questions in all categories of personal attributes, communication
skills, psychological adaptation, and cultural awareness revealed best practices relating to
how ESOL educators can effectively overcome barriers to intercultural communication
with ELL families. The participants identified the themes of open-mindedness,
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exchanging information, resiliency, and acquiring insider perspectives as ways to
overcome barriers to intercultural communication with families.
The participants revealed open-mindedness as a characteristic that helped them
avoid making assumptions or jumping to conclusions when working with ELL families.
Being open-minded helped participants continuously learn from their mistakes and
experiences, allowing them to better serve both their students and the students’ families.
The participants explained that being open to learning more about their students and their
families, whether that was their culture, ways of communicating, etc., made the families
feel more comfortable and more willing to engage, creating strong bonds and
relationships, which is consistent with previous literature regarding the importance of
ELL families and their comfort levels with the school and teacher (Kelty & Wakabayashi,
2020). All the participants indicated that open-mindedness and being willing to learn
more about the cultures of their students and their families helped to build relationships
that, in turn, helped open intercultural communication and helped the ELL families feel
more valued. Open-mindedness was considered a positive character quality that enabled
the educators to think critically and rationally by stepping outside of their comfort zones
to consider other individuals’ ideas and perspectives, and it helped them to act
compassionately (Nelson, 2009). This character quality was beneficial for the ESOL
educators because it helped them in being open to learning and researching more about
their students and their family’s culture to cultivate and foster true connections and
relationships.
The research discussed in Chapter 2 examined how preservice educators were
more reflective of their own beliefs after developing cultural competence. As a result of
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their reflections about being open-minded, they were more equipped to meet the needs of
their diverse learners (Kerssen-Griep & Eifler, 2008). Additionally, Zhou and Sun (2020)
found that educators grow because of learning about other cultures. Developing
awareness and critical thinking skills aided in the participants’ management of
misunderstandings, flexibility, and confidence when working with individuals from
different cultures (Zhou & Sun, 2020). As stated in ICC theory, self-disclosure, selfconcept, self-awareness, and social relaxation are the four attributes that contribute to
intercultural communication competence (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). Openmindedness is a trait that is woven into these four attributes and affects ESOL educators’
exposure to different cultures along with their willingness to develop intercultural
communication competence (Wang et al., 2022).
The participants also identified the use of communication skills, such as the
emergent theme of exchanging information, as a strategy to aid in overcoming barriers to
intercultural communication with the ELL families. Communicating with parents is an
essential part of an ESOL educators’ job and the literature from Chapter 2 depicts the
importance of teacher-parent communication as it relates to academics and student
behavior (Jeynes, 2017; Wilder, 2013). For example, the participants mentioned giving
ELL families their personal cell phone number to make the exchange of information
easier and more convenient for both parties. Many of the participants recalled that this
helped expand the timeframe that parents could get in touch with them because of the
parents’ odd working hours and other barriers that often prevented ELL families from
being able to contact the ESOL educators during normal school hours. Previous literature
also identified this as being a known barrier. A study conducted on families of migrant

95

workers found that different work schedules, moving for jobs, and low pay contribute to
the challenges that students experience (Leon, 1996). Other communication tools
implemented to by the participants were two-way newsletters that were translated into
various languages, printed, and sent home. The newsletters included a portion where the
parents were asked to complete in English or their native language and send back to the
school. In this way, not only is the educator sending out information, but the families are
able to send information back to the teachers without needing technology or to speak
English.
Another way the ESOL educators communicated was through technology.
Technology was identified as a huge support when exchanging information. For example,
the participants explained how they used applications, such as Talking Points, Parent
Square, and Remind, to help translate each message being exchanged. Using the
applications was convenient for the educators and parents who had access to the
technology. The participants explained applications often gave them more insight into
what was happening at home. Similarly, previous research indicates that when educators
and parents exchange information, they can support the student better and the student
sees more success academically, socially, and emotionally (Wilder, 2013). Another
strategy mentioned by the participants was that being bilingual with the languages of
their students and their families helped in processing and exchanging information with
the ELL families; however, it is was not necessary (Bergman & Chan, 2019; Estell &
Perdue, 2013; Kraft & Dougherty, 2013). Kraft and Dougherty (2013) found that students
who received daily communication between their teachers and families participated 15%
more in class and the students needed to be redirected in class 25% less than students in
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the control group. Garcia-Reid et al. (2015) found that students have fewer socialemotional problems when their parents are involved in their education. Shelby explained
that she saw similar results in her classroom when she had regular communication with
parents. Her perspective was consistent with the literature as she explained that her
students were happier, more responsive, and she saw positive academic results faster. As
stated in ICC theory, the dimension of communication skills has four components of
messaging skills, social skills, interaction management, and flexibility that contributes to
intercultural communication competence (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). The
exchanging of information theme that emerged from this study is directly aligned with
this dimension and its components suggesting that it is vital to build relationships and
convey information correctly and skillfully in a manner that is acceptable to the group’s
diverse opinions.
The emergent theme known as resiliency was identified as a psychological
adaptation that helped participants identify and overcome barriers to intercultural
communication with ELL families. Many times, the families of ELL students are faced
with circumstances that are different from their peers. Those circumstances can often lead
to challenging situations for school personnel to deal with. For example, the participants
stated that the inability to get in touch with a student’s family or having inaccurate
contact information is a challenge they face regularly. The families did not always have a
consistent cell phone number; either they changed it, or their plan expired and they had to
purchase a new one. Another challenge the participants identified was that many families
did not answer their phone if they knew it was someone they were likely to not be able to
understand. The participants recalled being resilient and using certain tools and strategies
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to help them overcome these barriers and challenges. They mentioned that if they did not
have a working phone numbers, they would not give up, and they tried other avenues
such as they were going to their students’ homes to get in contact with the students’
families.
The participants also mentioned they had consistent communications with their
own school’s family engagement officers to get a home visit, or they met the parents at
pick-up or drop-off and let them know that their meeting was to the benefit their child
and that established open communication for them as a family. The participants explained
that being resilient and persistent was worthwhile because they saw noticeable
differences in the performance of their students when there was consistent
communication with the families. Some participants described their resiliency as not
giving up and continually making efforts to incorporate families in some way, and not
being afraid to reach out more than once. The participant’s resiliency is aligned with
literature surrounding cultural competence and educators. Meaney et al. (2008) found that
when educators are culturally competent, they are better able to relate to students, they
are better communicators, and they have better communication skills. The participants
displayed using resiliency to overcome barriers. Additionally, Zhou and Sun (2020)
found that culturally competent educators are better able to manage misunderstandings,
maintain flexibility, and feel more confident than educators who lack cultural
competence. The findings of this study are consistent with the findings of Zhou and Sun
(2020) because the educators used resiliency as they managed misunderstandings, were
flexible to try multiple methods, and, more than once, they were comfortable confronting
challenges and new situations. As stated in ICC theory, the dimension of psychological
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adaptation has four components of frustration, ambiguity, stress, and alienation that
contribute to intercultural communication competence (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b).
The theme of resiliency speaks to how the ESOL educator participants managed the
feelings in those dimensions. Resiliency emerged from the challenges, frustration, and
stress that created barriers to intercultural communication with ELL families.
In addition to personal attributes and communication skills, cultural awareness
interview questions were used to identify best practices and strategies used by the ESOL
educators. This happens when the educator has a deep understanding of the culture of a
family. Through these questions, the participants identified the theme known as acquiring
an insider’s perspective. The participants explained that they gained an insider’s
perspective through their own knowledge and research, talking with their students, and
learning from the students’ families, colleagues, and experiences. It helped them to relate
to their diverse students and to accommodate the students’ needs in school (KerssenGriep & Eifler, 2008; Meaney et al., 2008). The participants discussed how they could
acquire an insider’s perspective of the culture of their students. There were different ways
the participants learned about the cultures of their students. Over time, the educators
developed an insider perspective of the culture of each family. Several participants
identified that conducting their own research was helpful in understanding the culture of
their students. For example, the participants discussed some of the resources they found
to help give them more of an insider perspective about different cultures. Culture Gram
was one resource mentioned by the participants. Culture Gram gives general information
about different cultures and is updated often. The database includes information on the
syntax of the language, the political climate of the country, and different social norms and
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expectations. Other participants identified that home visits and spending time in the
family’s community were essential strategies in breaking down barriers with
communication. Their conclusion is supported by research that shows that more
intercultural interactions lead to more intercultural communication competence (He,
2013; Meaney et al., 2008; Tuleja, 2014; Zhou & Sun, 2020). As people have more
experience interacting with other cultures, they develop the skills necessary to be more
effective in their communication with people from other cultures. As stated in ICC
theory, the dimension of cultural awareness has four components of social components,
social values, social customs, and social norms that contribute to intercultural
communication competence (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009a, 2009b). Acquiring an insider’s
perspective is woven into the understanding of cultural awareness and its underpinnings
of appreciation of cultural differences and similarities among, and between groups.
The findings suggest tangible strategies and tools that can help aid educators who
are having difficulty overcoming barriers with intercultural communication with ELL
families. Tools, such as creating two-way newsletters, sharing personal cell phone
numbers, going on home visits, using applications like Culture Gram, are all techniques
that have been implemented and successful for these educators who have had years of
experience to experience and refine. Breaking down barriers to communication is an
essential part of bridging home and school for ELLs. ESOL educators take a leadership
role in initiating and supporting communication with the families of their students. They
overcome various challenges by keeping an open mind, exchanging information, being
resilient, and acquiring an insider perspective of the cultures of the students they serve.
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Research Question 2. How do ESOL educators build relationships through
intercultural communication with ELL families?
The interview questions revealed best practices relating to how the ESOL
educator participants create relationships with families of ELLs. The participants
identified the emergent themes of transcendental servant leadership, human connection,
empathy, and applying culturally competent behavior as ways that ESOL educators create
relationships with families of ELLs.
When overcoming challenges to reach and build relationships with ELL families,
the ESOL educator participants explained their experiences with taking a transcendental
servant leadership approach to support their students and their families. Transcendental
servant leadership is purpose centered, internally driven, other-focused, and externally
open; and it transcends one’s self-interest to serve others (McClellan, 2009; Quinn,
2004). Taking a transcendental servant leadership approach is another way the
participants connected with the families of their students. The support they offered
transcends what is typically expected from a teacher. The participants discussed how
their open-mindedness allowed them to act as transcendental servant leaders who could
advocate for their students and their families beyond the four walls of the classroom, in
organizational, community, and public policy settings. For example, the participants
explained that they often supported family members of their students in other areas
outside of academia that helped build trust and relationships. The participants explained
that being an ESL teacher was a ministry; they described it as being 50% social work and
50% academics. Some tools and strategies that helped with creating relationships is
dedicated home visits even during tough times like the COVID-19 pandemic. Those
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tough times might be the most important times to reach out to students and their families.
Visiting the families’ home shows the teacher is committed to supporting the family even
if the family cannot participate in school the way other families do. Simply showing the
student and family where to stand for the bus, bringing them school supplies are all ways
in which the participants showcased their transcendental servant leadership. This finding
is consistent with the body of literature surrounding culturally competent teachers. As
Kerssen-Griep and Eifler (2008) also found, culturally competent teachers are better
equipped to meet the needs of diverse learners. Additionally, this finding agrees with the
study conducted by Zhou and Sun (2020) who found that culturally competent educators
are better able to use flexibility to their advantage; they are better able to manage
misunderstandings, and they felt confident in intercultural interactions. This type of
personal attribute helps build relationships by helping support and advocate for students
and ELL families through their experiences navigating a new country, a new language, a
new school, and most often a new culture.
The educators and families used communication and intercultural competence to
build human connection. The theme of human connection emerged from participants
identifying their experiences with ELL families outside of the classroom, for example,
parents inviting educators to important family and life events like citizenship ceremonies,
birthdays, and more. Although these events may not be directly related to their students,
the support and human connection is what is important and builds lasting relationships.
Another participant reflected on a time when a parent requested English classes for
themselves. These are examples of the educators having a connection to the parents that
goes beyond their role as the educator of the student. It shows the human connection they
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fostered. Their responses to these situations display transcendental servant leadership
(McClellan, 2009; Quinn, 2004). The educators can use human connection as a
springboard to foster and strengthen a relationship with the families of their students.
The emergent theme of empathy was discussed by the educators once they got to
the point of exchanging information with the families. As the educator learned more
about each family, they developed an understanding of the factors that influenced the
education of their child. Empathy is developed when educators understand what the
family is going through. When the ESOL educators could understand what the families
were going through, it was easier for them to keep things into perspective and
accommodate their students and their students’ families. The participants developed
empathy and cultural competence by learning about a family. Empathy makes it easier to
understand the parent perspective. For example, when students were being raised by a
single parent, or when they were going through a particularly difficult time, the educators
kept that in mind as they were working with their students. The participants of this study
and the literature on the topic both mention how understanding the family situation can
help communication be more effective. The participants explained that when they knew
that a certain way of communicating worked for a family, they tried to use that method.
Shiffman (2019) researched the impact illiteracy or lack of access to technology has on
communication. Their study found that parents can be hesitant to communicate in certain
ways based on comfort level. Having empathy allows educators to react and support in
culturally competent ways. Researchers have found that as empathy of the educators
increases, they are more equipped to meet the needs of their diverse learners (KerssenGriep & Eifler, 2008). Empathy helped the ESOL educators build relationships with
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parents because they could manage situations more appropriately and offer the support
the families needed.
Applying culturally competent behavior is when educators use their knowledge
and experience to inform their approach to dealing with new and different situations.
Applying culturally competent behavior is when educators utilize their cultural
competence in action. It is the actualization of the other themes that emerged from the
data. Educators use this skill set to benefit their students and the families of their students
(Wilder, 2013). The emergent theme of applying culturally competent behaviors found
that most participants were able to gain trust with their ELL families. Making
communication regular and consistent led to families being comfortable initiating
communication when they had a concern or information to share. For example, the
educators found that the parents were more open about reasons why their child missed
school. The ESOL educators stated that sometimes students had missed school due to
circumstances other than medical reasons. Many times, the situations that resulted in
student absences were beyond the family’s control. One participant explained that many
times, the family did not have help or resources to fix the problem. One family had their
apartment broken into, so the students did not feel safe, did not have a lot of their
belongings, and did not have the ability to change their own lock or replace the missing
items. Situations such as these circumstances led to many of the participants stepping into
more of a social worker role to help the family in a time of need. Another way they
applied their cultural knowledge was accommodating the students’ needs in school.
Ensuring the school lunches do not contain pork or allowing students to pray in a separate
location during the day are more examples of how they utilize their cultural competence.
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The participants also identified that being more aware about religious and cultural
holidays allowed them to help other professionals meet their student’s needs. Studies
show that when parents and teachers communicate, the students benefit academically,
socially, and emotionally. To get students the support they need, educators have to be
flexible and responsive. For example, Garcia-Reid et al. (2015) and Niehaus and Adelson
(2014) both found that parent involvement increases when students get support in school.
When parents are involved in school, the students encounter fewer social-emotional
problems (Garcia-Reid, 2014). When students have fewer social-emotional problems, it
leads to better academic outcomes (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014). Culturally competent
behaviors are useful in overcoming challenges and building relationships with the
families of ELL students.
The participants utilized their cultural competence to overcome challenges and
build relationships with the families of their students. As a result, they were able to
exchange information pertinent to the education of their students and build human
connections with the families they served. Resiliency was useful in overcoming
challenges, and empathy grew as the communication process continued. The ultimate
display of cultural awareness is acquiring an insider perspective and applying culturally
competent behaviors in their practice as educators. When educators communicate with a
family, their cultural competence increases, making communication more effective (He,
2013; Meaney et al., 2008; Tuleja, 2014). It also results in better supported students who
benefit in academic, social, emotional, and behavioral ways (Bergman & Chan, 2019;
Estell & Perdue, 2013; Kraft & Dougherty, 2013; Wilder 2013).
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Best practices as they relate to personal attributes fall into the open-mindedness
and transcendental servant leadership categories. When educators work toward being
open-minded, they should try to minimize judgement of others. They should also try to
remain flexible. Research shows that culturally competent educators are more easily able
to remain flexible (Zhou & Sun, 2020). Using experiences as learning opportunities also
helps to maintain an open mindset and avoiding assumptions.
Culturally competent teachers are equipped to be transcendental leaders because
they can apply their knowledge and skills in new situations. Becoming a transcendental
servant leader is another important personal attribute of educators who have positive
relationships with parents. Although the literature does not utilize the term
“transcendental leaders,” there is research that found that culturally competent educators
can maintain flexibility, manage misunderstandings, and can more confidently participate
in intercultural interactions (Zhou & Sun, 2020).
Transcendental leaders are willing to go beyond the typical role of a teacher to
meet the needs of their students. For example, taking on a social worker role, when a
challenging situation arises, yields a faster solution. Another way to be a transcendental
servant leader is to being willing to support the whole family. In other words, being
willing to help members of the family who are not the current student of the educator,
shows the educator is supportive and willing to go beyond expectations. Finally, one
more way an educator can be a transcendental servant leader is for them to stay
connected and be supportive of students even after the students move on to another grade
level.
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Several best practices can be derived from this study. The most common
strategies mentioned by the participants helped to create a list of best practices. Table 5.2
contains the list of best practices that other educators can utilize to overcome
communication barriers and build relationships with the families of ELLs.

Table 5.2
Best Practices
Research Question

Theme

Best Practices

Open-mindedness

Exchanging information
How do ESOL educators identify
and overcome barriers to
intercultural communication with
ELL families?

How do ESOL educators create
relationships with families of ELLs?

Minimize judgement
Avoid assumptions
Be flexible
Continuously learn
Take initiative more than once
Be accessible
Use skills such as gestures,
simplifying language,
translation, using visuals
Have a plan
Conduct home visits

Resiliency

Focus on students’ needs
Try a variety of methods
Try more than once
Be prepared

Acquiring insider perspective

Research the cultures and
countries of students
Learn from others (students,
families, other professionals)
Spend time in the community

Transcendental servant leadership

Help families problem solve
Support the whole family
Stay connected throughout the year

Human connection

Focus on similarities
Assume positive intentions
Celebrate successes

Empathy

Practice active listening
Consider the family’s
perspective

Applying culturally competent
behavior

Make accommodations in school
Allow students to incorporate
their culture in school
Teach other professionals about
the culture of students
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The best practices are organized by research question and theme. These practices can be
used to help educators overcome barriers to communication and build relationships with
the families of ELL students.
In the area of communication skills, best practices in exchanging information and
creating human connection can be used by other practicing educators (Kelty &
Wakabayashi, 2020). When exchanging information with the families of ELLs, one
strategy that has been shown to be successful is accessibility. The participants in this
study were accessible by sharing their personal cell phone numbers and answering
parents’ calls at times that were convenient for the parents—even if it is beyond their
normal day. Another strategy was to use the skills they had developed to help them
communicate. Becoming bilingual, if possible, is one helpful skill. Another way to
communicate when people do not speak the one’s own language is to simplify the
English being used. Supporting comprehension with the use of visuals and body language
are also helpful. Finally, creating a plan that includes what is communicated and who is
communicating information helps with the content being received, the amount of
information being sent, and the number of people contacting the families. Using
communication to create a human connection is another best practice that was clear in
this study. One strategy that helps to yield a human connection is to focus on shared
similarities by the educator and the family. Being open to sharing information about
one’s self often encourages others to share about themselves. Additionally, trying to
assume positive intentions keeps both parties in a positive mindset. One way to keep
things positive is to celebrate successes whenever possible. As the literature suggests, the
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participants explained that communication leads to a deeper understanding of the
family’s perspective (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020).
The psychological adaptation best practices are related to resiliency and empathy.
As Kelty and Wakabayashi (2020) found in their study, schools need to overcome
barriers to benefit from the positive elements of family engagement. When it comes to
being resilient, educators should stay motivated by getting their students what they need.
Trying multiple different methods to communicate and attempting multiple times is also
beneficial. Being as prepared as possible for conversations makes communicating easier
when dealing with difficult situations. Using resources that are available, such as
translators and social workers, helps to take some of the stress off the educator. Finally,
learning from experiences and using what is learned in past situations makes for
smoother communication in the future. In the area of empathy, there are two things that
help educators as they work through challenges and create relationships. Being an active
listener is helpful when trying to understand the situation of students and their families.
Additionally, trying to imagine what it is like for the family helps to maintain perspective
and is helpful in recognizing and creating the best plan to support the family. Barriers
make transitions for these families more difficult at a time when support is needed the
most and ESOL educators explain that resiliency and empathy are valuable (Good et al.,
2010).
The final area of best practices that can be useful is cultural awareness. As
outlined in this study, the best practices fall into two categories, acquiring insider
perspective and applying culturally competent behavior. When acquiring an insider
perspective, educators should try researching information about the culture and the
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country of their students. They should build on their understanding by talking with their
students, the students’ families, and other professionals. Finally, they should spend time
in the community in which their students live to understand what their American
experience is like and what resources they have available to them. Once educators have a
solid understanding of the cultures of their students, they should apply what they know
by behaving in a culturally competent manner. For example, conducting home visits
exposes educators to a new perspective of their students while also taking stress off the
families to go to the school to meet them. Another way to incorporate cultural
competence is within school. For example, helping to get students the accommodations
they need to be successful should become a regular practice. Addressing equity gaps
whenever possible is another way to set students and families up for success. Finally,
giving students the opportunity to incorporate their culture and their language in school
by allowing them to teach about their culture or use their native language is productive
for the students and the educators. Studies show that educators who are more culturally
competent feel more equipped to meet the needs of diverse learners (Kerssen-Griep &
Eifler, 2008). Culturally competent educators are also able to better relate to their
students, have better communication skills, and can more easily change their perspectives
(Meaney, 2008). Finally, research shows that culturally competent educators can manage
misunderstandings better, maintain flexibility during interactions, and feel more
confident during intercultural interactions (Zhou & Sun, 2020).
Limitations
The goal of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of how ESOL educators
communicate and build relationships with the families of their students. Descriptive
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phenomenology was used to collect data on their lived experiences as they pertain to
communicating with families and building relationships with families. There were
aspects of this study that resulted in limitations. The researcher used a variety of
strategies to mitigate the impact of each of the limitations.
One limitation that impacted this study is the sample of ESOL educators. The
study was designed to recruit a purposeful sample to ensure experience with the
phenomenon, however the selection process used a convenience sample. The researcher
also did not intend to meet saturation of the data. Using this approach led to a lack of
diversity in participants. All the participants identified as White females. Additionally,
only one of the six participants taught in a suburban district while all the other
participants worked in urban districts. All six participants were native English speakers.
The participants who were a part of the study were not representative of all ESOL
educators. The lack of diversity limited the transferability of the study. Another variable
that was not addressed by the researcher was measuring the cultural competence of the
participants. Measuring the cultural competence of the participants would have controlled
the possibility that a participant was not culturally competent.
Descriptive phenomenology seeks to collect rich accounts of the participants’
experience with the phenomenon and then describe the phenomenon based on the data.
The participants in this study participated in semi-structured interviews that allowed them
to discuss their perspectives. The methodology of the study required the participants to
provide self-reported data. When self-reported data is collected, the researcher analyzes
the data, assuming that the participants were being truthful, accurate, and precise. The
data collected in this study were limited to the perspectives of the educators who were
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chosen to participate. To mitigate this limitation, the participants were permitted to skip
questions or end the survey at any time. Allowing participants to skip questions or end
the survey helped to ensure that the participants were not lying or fabricating the answers
they provided.
Recommendations
This study focused on ESOL educators’ perspectives with overcoming barriers
and challenges they experienced when communicating with the parents of ELL students
and building relationships with the parents of their students. Continued research on best
practices that can be implemented by qualified and culturally competent ESOL educators
can provide new ways to help bridge the gap from school to home.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study can serve as a springboard for future studies. To further develop the
literature, more research needs to be done in communicating with parents of ELLs.
Potential areas for further research include gathering different and more perspectives and
taking a different approach to look for relationships between variables.
ESOL Educators. More research needs to be done on overcoming
communication barriers with ELL families and on building relationships with ELL
families. Conducting a similar study that captures the perspectives of a more diverse
group of ESOL educators would be valuable. Having a larger variety of diversity offers a
more well-rounded perspective of the phenomenon. The participants should be diverse in
race, sex, type of school district, years of service, languages spoken, languages spoken by
their students, number of ELLs serviced, and location. One way to ensure diversity of
participants is to create more stringent qualifying criteria or to select participants using a
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different method. If the participants are representative of the whole population, the
perspectives they offer will represent more of the population. Another way to contribute
to the body of literature on this topic is to conduct a study that does not use the lens of
intercultural communication competence. Finally, choosing a methodology other than
descriptive phenomenology may offer a different perspective.
General Education Educators. More research should also be done including
general education educators. General education educators are educators who have not
been trained in meeting the needs of ELLs. By opening the participants to general
education teachers, the study could identify areas of strength and development. From
there, leadership can help to support the growth of all teachers in their skills to meet the
needs of ELLs and their families.
Students and Parents. Conducting a study from the perspective of the students is
another area that would contribute to the body of literature. Students create the
connection between the educator and the parents, therefore, it would be beneficial to
understand how the students feel about the support they are given from both parties.
Students could also identify factors that would be helpful to them to be productive and
useful.
The last perspective that should be considered in research is the parent
perspective. Allowing parents to discuss their experiences and perspectives of the
supports they receive from the school that educates their children would be interesting
and it would promote social justice. There is not a wide range of research that covers the
parents’ perspective.
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Recommendations for School Administrators
Leadership should play an important role in allowing this study to guide
communication with the parents of ELLs. Leaders of the schools that service ELL
students should support teachers by providing guidance, time, and resources to
communicate with the parents of their ELL students. Administrators should also
capitalize on the relationships ESOL teachers build with the families of ELL students.
For example, keep teachers and students working together if they have had a positive
outcome. ESOL educators who act in a leadership position in their schools should
advocate for the support they need to be successful in creating relationships with families.
ESOL educators should also offer support to other educators to improve the
communication between all teachers and the families of their ELL students.
To support teachers who have a limited amount of intercultural communication
competence, administrators should work to partner classroom teachers with ESOL
teachers. Using the ESOL teacher as a mentor to overcome challenges has the potential to
improve the intercultural communication competence of the classroom educator.
Additionally, it helps to resolve the social inequities that ELL students experience
because of the cultural differences they must manage. Finally, students benefit from
having a well-connected home and school support system. As the literature suggests, the
students will have positive academic, social, and emotional outcomes.
Recommendations for Preparation Programs
New York State teacher certification and teacher preparation programs offer
another opportunity to utilize the findings of this study. Communicating with diverse
families should be a mandated topic covered in preparation programs. Teacher and
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administrator preparation programs can use this study as a guide to teach educators and
administrators about communicating with parents. The coursework for students who are
studying to go into education should discuss best practices for engaging students’
families. Programs should also expose educators to people from various cultures.
Intercultural interactions help to develop the cultural competence of educators (He,
2013). Cultural competence helps educators to meet the needs of diverse learners and to
communicate with the parents of ELLs (Goodman & Hook, 2016; Kerssen-Griep &
Eifler, 2008; Meaney et al., 2008). Communicating with diverse families as a required
topic for future teachers to study would be one way to incorporate best practices for
teachers to use.
Conclusion
In New York State, the ELL population has increased from 8.1% of the
population in the 2015–2016 school year to 9.2% of the population in the 2017–2018
school year. That is an increase of 15,766 students in a 2-year period (Office of Bilingual
Education, n.d.). Although the population of ELLs is growing steadily, this population’s
success rate in New York State schools is not growing. The graduation rate of ELLs is
29%, which is significantly lower than the 82% of the total population that graduates.
Similar disparities exist for ELLs. The dropout rate for ELLs is 27.5%, compared to 6.0%
for the total population (Office of Bilingual Education, n.d.). These alarming statistics
show that the ELL population is struggling, consequently impacting ELLs’ chances for
future economic success and success in the labor market. Perreira et al. (2006) reported
that in the year 2000, high school dropouts were twice as likely to be unemployed
compared to their high school graduate peers. Data from the 2000 United States Census
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Bureau (2021) show that the average earnings per year among dropouts between the ages
of 25 and 65 were $26,400, while high school graduates earned close to $35,000 per year.
The types of jobs available to high school dropouts rarely provide opportunities for
significant upward mobility or benefits such as health insurance. These negative trends in
educational statistics of ELLs lead to further equity gaps that expand across their adult
lives.
Research has suggested that disconnects between ESOL educators and ELL
families, because of communication barriers, can play a role in the student achievement
gaps of ELL students. ELL students and their families have an additional set of obstacles
to overcome (Good et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011), such as not
speaking English as their first language, trying to manage family situations, and
immigration, on top of the cultural and linguistic differences. The lack of parental
involvement is a common characteristic of schools’ processes for identifying and placing
ELLs with learning disabilities (Zehler et al., 2003), showing that ELL students
experience difficulties because of the language barrier and disconnect between ESOL
educators and ELL families. This challenge with communicating gets in the way of
parent engagement, which typically yields positive academic, social, and emotional
outcomes for students (Wilder, 2013).
There are many benefits for educators who have a strong relationship with the
parents of students (Wilder, 2013). Research has shown that strong communication can
lead to positive academic outcomes for students. Additionally, students experience fewer
social-emotional problems, and a have better chance of postsecondary educational
enrollment (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014; Yeh, 2019).
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Research also shows that educators experience many challenges when trying to
communicate with parents. The language barrier can be frustrating and difficult for
educators and parents to work through (Wood et al., 2018; Worthington et al., 2011).
Additionally, parents and educators have different expectations (Antony-Newman, 2017;
Shufflebarger Snell, 2018; Wassell et al., 2017). Family situations, such as illiteracy,
financial struggles, and conflicting cultures, for ELL families add to the difficulties
(Good et al., 2010; Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Shufflebarger Snell, 2018). The building
administrators and leaders of school districts also struggle to problem solve this situation
(Parsons & Shim, 2019).
When barriers obstruct communication, students do not benefit as they might if
communication was occurring between their home and their school. Common solutions to
the problem result in being contributors to different problems (Kosny et al., 2014;
Shiffman, 2019).
This descriptive phenomenological study was to explore the ways that ESOL
educators overcame barriers as they communicated with the parents of ELL students. It
also gained insight into how ESOL educators built relationships with the families of the
ELL students they served. Data were collected during six semi-structured interviews
conducted on Zoom. The educators were asked questions about their personal attributes,
communication skills, psychological adaptations, and cultural awareness.
The purpose of this study was to better understand the importance of a strong
connection between educators and families and identify the potential ways ESOL
educators overcame the existing communication barriers and challenges that typically
create a disconnect between ESOL educators and ELL families. Specifically, the
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categories: personal attributes, communication skills, psychological adaptation, and
cultural awareness were used to understand ESOL educators’ intercultural
communication competence in bridging the gap between school and home regarding
building relationships and overcoming communication barriers.
The results from the study yielded eight themes: open-mindedness, transcendental
servant leadership, exchanging information, human connection, resiliency, empathy,
acquiring insider perspective, and applying culturally competent behaviors. The themes
of open-mindedness and transcendental servant leadership are directly related to the
personal attributes dimension of ICC that consists of the self-disclosure construct that
describes being open to others. For example, if an educator be willing to learn about the
customs and norms of a different culture. The participants identified themes of
exchanging information and human connection, which are directly related to the
dimension of communication skills from ICC theory that consist of the constructs of
message skills and social skills. These skills identify producing and understanding
information along with the verbal and non-verbal practices used to communicate with
others, such body language, facial expressions, speech, and gestures. The themes of
resiliency and empathy are both aligned with the ICC dimension of psychological
adaptation that is aligned with the constructs of frustration and stress-dealing situations
that are challenging and concerning. Acquiring insider perspective and applying
culturally competent behaviors are themes directly linked to the cultural awareness
dimension of ICC and the constructs of social norms, customs, and systems. These
constructs detail understanding practices of norms, attitudes, and beliefs, specific to
cultures. The participants identified several best practices to overcome communication
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barriers with families of ELLs, such as relaying personal phone numbers for direct
contact with families, personalized home visits to create comfortability, and getting to
know families through human connection. Other strategies, such as professional
development opportunities and gaining insight into culture and tools for family
engagement, were among the discussions.
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Appendix A
Email to Recruit Participants
Greetings ESOL Teachers!
My name is Shannon Turley, and I am a doctoral student at St. John Fisher College in
Executive Leadership. I am conducting a research study on ESOL educators overcoming
challenges while communicating with the parents of ELL students. Participation will take
1 hour and will consist of an interview done via Zoom.
To be eligible to participate in this study, you must be a NYS Certified ESOL teacher and
have communicated with the families of ELL students in the current school year.
If you meet both requirements and you are interested in participating in my study, please
respond to this email at your earliest convenience. If you are a chosen participant, I will
contact you by email no later than April 1, 2022, to set up a time for your interview.
Please be aware that participating in this study is completely voluntary and you may
withdraw at any time without consequences. All information regarding the participants of
this study will be kept confidential. This study has been approved by the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at St. John Fisher College. Your willingness to participate will have
no bearing on your relationship with the researcher.
If you have any questions regarding this study, please contact me either by email
(_______@sjfc.edu or by phone at (___) ___-____ or the IRB at St. John Fisher College
by emailing irb@sjfc.edu.
Thank you for your willingness to help me complete this important research and achieve
my doctoral degree!
Shannon Turley
Doctoral Candidate
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Appendix B
Email to Selected Participants
Email to Set Up Interview
Dear (Educator’s Name),
You have been chosen to participate in my study! Thank you for being willing to meet
with me to share your experiences and perspectives. The next step in this process is to
review and sign the informed consent form and set up a time that is convenient for me to
interview you.
Attached is the informed consent form. Please read through it, sign it, and return it to me
before the interview. We will need approximately 1 hour to conduct the interview. Please
let me know a date and time before April 1, 2022, that you are available to meet with me.
Once we have set up a time, I will send you the information to join Zoom.
I look forward to hearing back from you.
Shannon Turley
Doctoral Candidate
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Appendix C
Interview Protocol and Semi-Structured Interview Questions
Interview Protocol
Overcoming Communication Challenges with English Language Learner Families from
the Perspectives of English for Speakers of Other Languages Educators in Central New
York State
Date of Interview: ______________________ Time of Interview: __________________
Location of Interview: ___________________ Interviewee: _______________________
Review purpose of the study:
The purpose of the study is to identify the potential ways English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) educators overcome the current communication barriers and
challenges that typically create a disconnect between school and English Language
Learner (ELL) families. This study will use the Intercultural Communication
Competence Theory to aid in the exploration of how ESOL educators overcome the
communication barriers and challenges that create a disconnect between school to home
to improve educational outcomes for ELL students.
Review participant rights: Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Participants
can withdraw from this study at any time by informing the researcher. There will be no
repercussions for withdrawing from the study. Please let me know if you have any
questions.
Basic Information:
What grade levels do you service this school year?
Do you consider your district urban, suburban, or rural?
How many ELL students do you serve?
How long have you been teaching ELLs?
What languages do you speak?
What languages do your students speak?
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Does speaking a second language help you in communicating with the families of ELLs?
How is communication with ELL families handled in your school?
How does the school district support you in communicating with families of ELLs?
What does ELL family involvement look like in your school?
What are the reasons family involvement does not happen in your school?
Semi-Structured Interview Questions
Communication Skills
1. Can you tell me about a time when communicating with families went well?
a. Why do you think it went so well?
2. Can you tell me about a time when communication with the family of an ELL did not
go well?
a. Why do you think it did not go well?
3. What are some of the reasons that you initiate communication with the families of
ELL students?
4. What are some of the reasons ELL families initiate communication with you?
5. What challenges or barriers have you had to overcome when communicating with
ELL families?
6. How were you able to overcome those challenges and barriers that were related to
communicating with ELL families?
7. What tools or strategies do you use that are successful in bridging the gap from
school to home with your ELL families?
a. Why do you believe these tools are successful? (Probing question).
8. What are the tools or strategies that families use when communicating with you?
9. How does communication with the families of ELL students impact the student’s
achievement?
10. What type of support do you need from the school district to help you engage the
families of ELLs?
11. Can you describe what it looks like to have a good relationship with the family of an
ELL?
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12. Can you describe what it looks like to have a bad relationship with the family of an
ELL?
13. What initiatives do you take when a family is new to your district?
14. How do you manage the relationships you have with the families of ELLs?

Personal Attributes
1. How does your own cultural perspectives or experiences influence the way you
engage parents of ELL students?
2. How does your personality or communication style influence the way you
communicate with the parents of ELLs?
3. How do you learn about the cultures of your ELL students and their families?
4. In a typical school year, how do you create opportunities for ELL parents to be
engaged in the education of their child?
5. What has helped you develop the skills you use when communicating with families?
6. From your perspective, how does communicating with your students’ family benefit
you as an educator?

Cultural Awareness Questions
1. How important is cultural awareness when you communicate with families of ELLs?
2. As an educator, how do you remain aware of the values, customs, norms, and systems
within a student’s culture?
3. How does a family’s culture impact the way you interact with the family and the
student?
4. Tell me about a time that you made a cultural mistake while interacting with the
family of a student.
a. What did you do?
b. What was the family’s reaction?
c. How did you recover?
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Psychological Adaptation
1. What feelings do you associate with communicating with families of ELLs?
2. How do you manage any negative feelings, such as stress, frustration, or ambiguity,
associated with communicating with families of ELLs?
3. What suggestions do you have for other educators when attempting to overcome
barriers in communication with the families of ELL students?
4. Is there anything else regarding communication with families that you would like to
share?
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